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            VAIN EFFORT

          

        

      

    

    
      For ten minutes there had been no sound in the room, and the darkness was profound. Just ten minutes before, the sudden sharp crack! of a revolver shot had echoed startlingly against the plain walls, a single stab of yellow flame had split the darkness and a single cry of surprise and pain had merged with the echoes of the explosion.

      Then silence and darkness; nothing more.

      Suddenly a rustle of sound came, and quickly upon it came the weak, gasping voice of the man who lay in the shadows. It was too dark to see the twisted agony of his face, too dark to see the little pool of blood on the polished floor.

      “Mary,” he tried to call. “Mary, Mary—!”

      Again and again, he repeated the name, but his voice never grew to more than a whisper and gradually the intervals between his attempts grew longer. Soon the murmured name was more like a sigh, quivering and long-drawn out.

      “Mary ...”

      Outside, the darkness and the silence remained. Inside the name echoed softly around the room, languishing in the corners, disappearing as it reached the open windows. A gust of wind rattled the door of the french window against its frame, and a piece of broken glass tinkled to the flagstones below.

      “Mary, Mary—!”

      The man’s body lay quiet now, inert and unstirring. His eyes were closed; only his lips still moved—pleadingly, again and again. Death was close to him, he knew. But he fought hard to beat it back just long enough to serve his purpose.

      Then, for five minutes, the sound did not come.

      Suddenly the silence that seemed to fold the house and garden in a muffling cloak was broken by the clear, ringing echo of footsteps on the flagstone path. A gate creaked open, then closed. The footsteps echoed again, getting nearer. They stopped, a key jarred in the lock, and the front door opened. There was the sound of a light step on the polished floor, and as the door closed, the low humming of a woman’s voice was audible in the room where the man lay dying.

      The footsteps passed the door, reached the foot of the staircase. No part of the man’s body moved, but he raised his voice, once again.

      “Mary!”

      It was louder than before. Was it loud enough?

      The footsteps on the stairs stopped for only a fraction of a second. Then they were flying back again across the hall, and the door of the room was flung open.

      “Dad! Dad—are you there?”

      Silence. Darkness. The girl stood irresolute for a moment, then as the wind set the windows rattling again, she pulled a wry face and switched on the light. A soft glow filled the room—and shone on the man on the floor.

      The girl’s eyes widened in shock and incredulity. Her lips opened soundlessly—then tightened, as she flew to his side.

      “Dad—Dad! What is it? For heaven’s sake, what—?”

      Then she saw the blood. Her knees were touching it, wet and sticky. With a strangled gasp, she lifted the greying head.

      “Oh, my dear, my dear!” she whispered. “Why wasn’t I here?”

      Her father stopped her. Somehow, he managed to move his right arm: the gesture seemed to dismiss the wound in his chest, the pain, the fact of approaching death.

      “Tell—Fordham—first!” he gasped out laboriously. “Tell—Fordham—first. Tell—”

      Then his head fell back on her supporting arm, and she knew that he had gone. A choking sob came from her lips, but her eyes were suddenly icy cold and quite dry.

      He was dead. Her father, dead. Dead!

      She clenched her fists as she rose from her knees, staring down at him. Then his words seemed to echo in her ears.

      “Tell—Fordham—first.”

      Fordham. Of course—if he had died, Fordham was in danger. That was what he had meant. Fordham—God, but this was terrible! Not Fordham, too? It couldn’t happen; it couldn’t!

      But it had happened already, to her father....

      Whirling around, she half ran from the room. Jerking open the front door, she closed it behind her with a bang. Then half running, half walking, she hurried along the garden path which she had trodden so happily and cheerfully, only minutes before.

      It was like a dream, a vicious nightmare. But she knew it was real enough. The ghastly, impossible, forever unacceptable truth persisted: her father was dead.

      Fordham’s address? She knew it—it was on the tip of her tongue. Brake Street, W.l. Seventeen. Telephone number, Mayfair 33221: an easy number—and one she was unlikely to forget.

      She opened the garden gate and raced along the lane. The house stood alone, a quarter-mile from the village, and there was no telephone nearer than the kiosk on the village green. Had she enough money for the call? Odd to think of money when he was lying dead—lying in his own blood, back there.

      She was shivering uncontrollably, she suddenly realised. It was a warm night, but she felt cold, frozen.

      Coins jingled in her handbag. She had a shilling-piece, and two sixpences. Quite enough for the call, thank heavens....

      She didn’t at first notice the man who was following her. It was more as if some sixth sense told her she was being followed. And as a fitful moon slipped from behind dark clouds, she dared to look behind her. The man’s shadow was ten yards away.

      Who was he? Why had he waited until she had run from the house? Had he—had he killed her father?

      Sudden blind dread gripped her: dread that was close to terror—to panic. Yet somehow her mind stayed clear and coolly reasoning.

      She was being followed; the man could only mean her harm. Right—then at all costs she must reach the telephone before he caught up with her....

      She came to a familiar gap in the hedge. For years she had risked the owner’s wrath by using it as a short cut to the village. Dare she use it, now? But how could she dare not to? In the lane, the man must catch her. In the copse through which the short cut ran, he might lose her—he must lose her!

      In a flash, she had darted through the hedge and plunged into the copse. She heard nothing, for a moment. Then a beam of white light shot through the darkness, writhing in and out, up and down, through the friendly sheltering trees. But breathlessly, heedless of the light, she raced on. She could hear the man crashing through the thicket in her wake. But he’d get lost; anyone would get lost who didn’t know that copse the way that she did.

      On—on....

      The lights of the village appeared: three from cottage windows and one from the telephone kiosk—that ugly, red cage, the villagers had hated as much as she had, but for which at this moment she could not have been more grateful.

      Not until she was almost in the main village street did she see the low-slung car which stood there. Fear shot through her again. Whose was it? Did the man behind her know? Was the shadowy figure at the wheel a friend of his?

      She passed it, still running, and reached the kiosk. The ear-piece of the telephone was cool against her ear, the voice of the operator maddeningly calm.

      “A London call—urgent—please—!” she panted,

      “What number, madam?”

      “Mayfair—33221. Urgent—”

      “One shilling, please.”

      The shilling clicked into the slot. There was a pause. Then:

      “Your number is ringing.”

      “Thank you.” Thank God!

      Her hand pressed the receiver tightly against her ear. Tensely, she waited—for the sound of Fordham’s voice. Precious seconds passed. Half a minute. A minute. A minute? An age! She pumped the hook, desperately, and heard the operator’s calm voice again.

      “You’re still connected.”

      Another sound came, from outside the kiosk. The girl turned sharply—to see a car draw up directly opposite. Two men climbed from it, their faces dark and saturnine in the faint light from the booth. Fear flooded through her again.

      “I can’t wait!” she gasped. “Get through to that number—Fordham—tell him to be careful—”

      “I’m sorry, madam, but—”

      “And tell the police—Mr. Brent—Oak Lodge—urgent.”

      “But—”

      The girl dropped the telephone, and turned to the door. It was jammed, and the two men were only feet away. With a frenzied burst of energy she thrust the door open, and darted to the left. She could hear the men cursing, and the soft thud of their footsteps as they followed her. Bright-eyed, white-faced, she raced on for a moment before it even occurred to her to shout.

      “Help!” she cried, her voice shattering the silence. “Help! Help!”

      The two men stopped, startled and uncertain. A window at the Boar was flung up, and a tousled head appeared.

      “Hallo, there! You all right?”

      The two men turned, and ran. As they did so, a second car came roaring through the quiet village street. The man at the window called again, but now the girl had darted into the road to face the oncoming car, her arms held wide. Vividly clear, she stood outlined in the glare of the headlights, and the man at the window yelled:

      “For God’s sake!”

      Brakes screeching, tyres squealing, the car pulled up, hardly two yards short of her. Before it had stopped, she had darted round to the driver, a middle-aged man who greeted her with a tolerant frown.

      “Something the matter?” It was a deep, pleasant voice.

      “You’re going to London? Take me, please. It’s urgent!”

      “But—”

      He broke off, seeing the strained, terror-mask of her face, the bright, feverish eyes which were so at odds with the convincing steadiness of her voice.

      “I’m serious—please believe me. It’s life and death—”

      “Come on,” he said, and opened the door.

      As she jumped in, the other car passed. She shuddered as she saw it, and, following her gaze, the man said:

      “Not a chase, is it?”

      “No—I don’t know! It’s just urgent I get to Brake Street, Mayfair. I’m sorry, but—”

      “All right,” he said mildly, adding, with the suspicion of a laugh in his voice: “But, it’s fifty-odd miles, you know—we’ll be an hour and more.”

      “I know.”

      She was sitting upright beside him, and staring at the disappearing red lights of the other car. “Please—will you just drive, as fast as you can? In a minute I’ll talk.”

      He nodded, giving her a brief glance as he started up. God, she looked like a ghost!

      After ten minutes, he spoke again.

      “The other car’s turned off, on the Andover Road.”

      “Has it?” She seemed to rouse herself with an effort, and for the first time she looked at him. Her hands were trembling now, he could feel her body quivering.

      “Cold?” he asked.

      “No. Just—frightened. I’m sorry, but it’s been so horrible. It just doesn’t seem—doesn’t seem real.”

      “It had better be,” he laughed. Then wished he hadn’t for her anguish was pitiable.

      “I’m sorry,” she repeated dully. “I’ll explain, but you won’t believe it. I reached home, just now—and found my father dead.”

      She was speaking calmly, and the very steadiness of her voice sent a shiver through him.

      “Good Lord! I—”

      “Murdered,” she elaborated. “Shot, I think. He told me a friend of his was in danger, before he died. So I’m going to warn him.”

      “But—the police,” he said.

      “I telephoned them. Told the exchange to tell them the number of—of my father’s friend. I rang him, but there was no reply. Then those men came. They did it, I know—they were after me. I shouted, and someone looked out of the Boar—the village pub—and that scared them. You saw them moving off.”

      He had seen them moving off. His lips tightened, and the needle of the speedometer went from fifty to sixty—sixty-five.

      “You say you telephoned the police?”

      “Told the exchange to ring them. I gave the name and the house. Oh!” She shivered. “It was—dreadful. Dreadful!”

      He took one hand from the wheel and slipped a flask from his hip pocket.

      “I always travel prepared,” he said lightly, passing it to her. “Take a sip—not too much—and then sit back. I know Brake Street. What number?”

      “Seventeen.”

      She put the flask to her lips, and sipped. The spirit bit, and she shuddered. But she swallowed it. Then sat back obediently, the flask in her lap.

      The round disc of a ‘30’ sign shone in the headlights; she was only vaguely aware that the driver ignored it. Bagshot went past, and Sunningdale. They roared along deserted roads, down into Esher, through Staines, on and on. They were on the Great West Road when she spoke again, roused by the lights of a town flashing by.

      “I’ll never be able to thank you. Never.”

      “Don’t try.” He smiled. “We’ll have to slow down a bit, here, but I’ll make up where I can.”

      She nodded, dumbly grateful. Chiswick went by. Hammersmith. Kensington. Hyde Park. Very soon, they were humming up Piccadilly, and the man was cursing a driver who was baulking him of a quick turn into Bond Street. But he turned at last, and then went right, into Brake Street.

      “This end?” he asked.

      “Yes.” She was sitting up, alert and wide-eyed, her hand already on the door. “There it is—he’s on the second floor. Oh, please God!”

      “Steady,” he soothed, pulling up at the house. “Oh, Constable—please! “

      A policeman was strolling sedately along, only yards away. As he hurried towards them, the driver climbed out of the car.

      “Constable—there’s been trouble on the second floor of Number Seventeen. A matter of life and death. We must get in.”

      The man took little persuading, but every passing second seemed to tug at the heart of Mary Brent till at last they entered the house, and climbed to the second floor. The flat door was locked, and no answer came when they knocked.

      “Better break in,” said the man.

      The policeman hesitated. Then with a glance at the white, strained face of the girl, he grunted agreement. He was a big, solidly-built man. The second time he thudded against the door it gave way and he staggered into the room. The driver of the car followed him quickly, trying to keep the girl back. But she slipped in behind him.

      And then she gave a little moan, and went still. A moment later she dropped down, and neither man was quick enough to save her. The driver, his own face white, murmured:

      “Perhaps it’s as well, Constable.”

      “God!” the policeman said hoarsely, even as he nodded. “My God!”

      For both of them were staring at where the body of a red-haired man lay sprawled across a deep, pile carpet that was damp with drying blood.
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            THREE PEOPLE THINK OF DEATH

          

        

      

    

    
      On the morning following the murders of John Richard Brent and Arthur Fordham, three people thought of death, in very different ways. They were so widely apart in mental outlook that normally their views would have differed on every subject under the sun. But in the Fordham affair, they were united in one respect at least. They had all three been afraid that Fordham would die.

      Or more correctly, two of them had been afraid. The third had been hopeful, although he had had no idea that violent death would remove a very grave obstacle from his path.

      All three were men.

      One was young, and ironically enough had celebrated his twenty-fifth birthday on the night of the murder—if it is possible for a man to celebrate anything, when constantly in fear of death. Actually, he had ended the night blind drunk and awakened with a hangover which threatened to last all day—until he saw the morning papers.

      In common with one of the other men, he knew nothing about John Brent’s death until later in the day. But the Press had been swiftly on the scene at seventeen, Brake Street. Fordham had been news when alive; his sudden death made headlines in every newspaper.

      The headlines differed in emphasis, but were pithily informative. Any casual reader could have learned that a middle-aged financier, whose marriage to the only daughter of a European Royal house had caused as much sensation only weeks before, had been murdered.

      He had been shot with a large-bore revolver, he had died instantaneously, and the police held important clues.

      The three men learned these things, thus:

      In the first twenty-four years and nine months of his life, Richard James Lavis had known nothing of fear, hardship or anxiety. In the three months leading up to his twenty-fifth birthday, he had known more than his share of fear and anxiety, although he was still rich enough to live luxuriously.

      Three months before Fordham’s death, Dick Lavis had received a simple threat. It had run:

      “Resign from Granton’s—or you’ll die.”

      He was neither a fool nor a coward, and had laughed at the threat—until someone pushed him in front of a through train at an underground station. By a miracle, he had fallen on his feet and managed to leap clear of the train without touching the live-wire. The next morning, he had received a second threat, worded exactly as the first. Being no fool, he had gone immediately to Scotland Yard, and had been given police protection. It had saved him; he knew that. But twice his life had been attempted, and after each escape he had received the same note:

      “Resign from Granton’s—or you’ll die.”

      The burly, rather floury-looking Superintendent in charge of his case spoke bluntly, after the third escape.

      “We’re doing all we can, Mr. Lavis, but I’m being honest—we can’t guarantee anything. The man behind these letters means business. We haven’t found who he is, and we haven’t caught any one of the men who’ve tried to—kill you.” Superintendent Miller didn’t believe in mincing words. “But we do know three different men have tried, and that makes us realise there’s something pretty big behind it. I don’t like it. If you take my advice, you’ll resign from Granton’s.”

      Dick Lavis had a pleasant face, rather haggard by that time, and dogged grey eyes.

      “I’m damned if I will!”

      Miller had smiled dour approval.

      “Well then, Mr. Lavis—tell me: you have no idea at all why anyone should want you to resign from Granton’s?”

      Lavis had shrugged.

      “No more than I’ve told you. I’m against selling out to the Cropper-Gordon group. But then, so are three others.”

      “And they haven’t been threatened,” Miller had ruminated. He had heard this before, and knew the names of all the directors of Granton’s Collieries, Limited, of which Lavis was one. None of them seemed even remotely capable of attempting murder. Not that Miller was put off by appearances: he had tried hard to find a case against each of the directors in turn, but had failed completely.

      “No,” Lavis had agreed, tiredly.

      Towards the end of the three months, he had fortified himself with drink, to keep his courage up. He could not have said why he was so stubbornly refusing to resign from Granton’s: it was a constant drain on his resources, for the firm was losing money heavily. Yet some streak of obstinacy made him hold on—until that bullet had sent his hat flying, on the morning of his birthday. After that, his courage had dropped to zero and his drink-intake had soared.

      So he had wakened the next day with a head that seemed to be filled with kicking horses, and a tongue like a rasp. He hardly knew how he dressed; hardly knew how he had dragged himself to the bathroom for his shower. When the maid brought his breakfast and the post, he felt a terrible, gripping fear rise up in him. As he sorted through the letters with fingers that trembled, the maid asked:

      “Are you all right, Mr. Lavis? Shall I—?”

      “Yes, yes. I’m all right. Please go—just go!”

      The maid had gone, but she was worried. Lavis was an even-tempered employer; such an outburst meant something was wrong. But then, of course something was wrong. Wasn’t the new footman just a policeman? Weren’t there plain clothes men on guard night and day, back and front of the house—right here in familiar, respectable Hampstead? The maid was beginning to feel nervous, like the rest of the staff.

      It was Lavis’ house. He was parentless and lived there with an aunt, who was innocuous enough, if a trial to the servants. He had frequently thought of leaving the place and taking a West End flat, but kept putting it off. He was rich enough to do what he liked, so rarely did anything.

      White-faced, he had stood that morning by the table as the letters dropped from his fingers. Circulars... letters from friends... bills.... Was it there? The threat? His hands steadied a little.

      It wasn’t there! The familiar small, square white envelope with its stark, black, printed address, was missing. For the first time since the threats had started, a reminder had not arrived after his escape.

      Tensely, he slit all the envelopes and checked the contents. No, it wasn’t there. He drew a deep breath, and walked to the window—then jerked back. God! He couldn’t even train himself to do as Miller had told him—keep away from the windows, or at least approach them cautiously.

      He did so, now, and saw the solid figure of a detective pacing up and down the street. It gave him some slight feeling of security. At least he wasn’t completely alone, helpless.

      Lavis wasn’t handsome. But a few months before, his eyes had been carefree, his lips ever ready to part in a smile of sheer good nature.

      Now, he seldom smiled. His lips were compressed, a scowl darkened his face, shadows lurked in his eyes. But he was still lean, young, dogged—and very likeable.

      He drank another cup of tea, brooded for a moment, then decided to go and see Miller, at Scotland Yard. Perhaps something had turned up, he told himself as usual. He had either been to the Yard, or telephoned, every morning. Disappointment after disappointment didn’t depress him long enough to prevent his inquiry, next day.

      As he dressed, he glanced at the three papers, still folded on his bed. He rarely read any of them, these days—he hadn’t the patience. But as half of a headline caught his eye, he stiffened. Stretching forward, he pulled the paper open. The headline seemed to shout at him.

      

      
        
        RICHARD FORDHAM MURDERED

        FINANCIER FOUND DEAD IN FLAT

      

      

      

      “God!” gasped Lavis. “My god!”

      He collapsed on to the bed. His blood seemed to run cold as the two words echoed through his mind, again and again.

      Fordham murdered. Fordham murdered.

      Lavis, without knowing how, knew why.

      For since his last talk with Miller, two of the Granton Company’s directors who had stuck out against selling to the Cropper-Gordon group—had given way. Only two had remained, to fight the sale.

      The other had been Richard Fordham.

      Now, only Lavis was left....

      Before the sale could be effected, the directors would have to vote unanimously. Unanimously. And he was the only dissentient, now.

      

      Sir Joseph Granton was nearly three times as old as Richard Lavis—who had been known to say that Sir Joseph applied the principles he had used in eighteen-eighty to running Granton’s, in nineteen thirty-six.

      But Lavis was not alone in ascribing to its chairman, in some measure at least, the blame for Granton’s failure. Sir Joseph had been short-sighted. He had lost the company hundreds of thousands in the Italo-Abyssinian war, through selling to buyers who could never pay for coal. There were other things, but that had done more than anything else to bring Granton’s to the brink of bankruptcy.

      Sir Joseph was a tall, benevolent-looking man: white-bearded, gentle, slightly deaf. He was no fool, but he was obstinate. He had built Granton’s up, and thought he knew just how to keep it up. He didn’t, of course, and three months before Fordham’s death he had been forced to admit they couldn’t carry on.

      He was not unduly worried. It was a pity, but who could have foretold the terrible financial chaos of the past few years? Other, older firms than Granton’s had gone in the smash. No man could work miracles.

      Blandly, he had proposed to the board that Granton’s should sell out, to Cropper-Gordon’s. The bigger company had absorbed several smaller ones, of late, and the offer was good—good enough, at least, for Sir Joseph. A little puzzled, a little indignant, he had realised the rest of the board wasn’t with him. But by dint of argument to support his claim that the position was hopeless, he had brought over all but four of the dissentients.

      It didn’t matter to Sir Joseph that he was selling Granton’s for—in effect—a song. It didn’t worry him that the Cropper-Gordon group, both by undercutting and at times more dubious methods, had helped in the ruin of Granton’s. He didn’t agree that the Company should go into voluntary liquidation, and call in the official receiver to settle its affairs. No—sell now, he told them: sell while they could.

      With the obstinacy of a man who has always had his own way, Sir Joseph refused to budge. First one dissentient gave way; then a second. That left Fordham—he couldn’t understand Fordham, the man was supposed to be such a wizard—and Lavis. Lavis, Sir Joseph thought, would be easily won over. Fordham was the problem.

      That refrain echoed frequently in the old knight’s mind, and it was echoing that morning, as he took his tea and papers from his valet.

      “Thank you, Dobson—dammit, Gulliver. I’ll be down at eight-thirty.”

      “Very good, sir. Good morning, sir.”

      Gulliver was comparatively new. Dobson his predecessor, had died two years ago, after attending Sir Joseph for forty years.

      Now, Sir Joseph sipped his tea, and opened his paper.

      Then stared. Tea slopped from his cup on to the white coverlet. He didn’t notice it.

      “Bless my soul,” he muttered. “It can’t be! Fordham, of all people. What a terrible thing!”

      And, sixty seconds later:

      “Well—it’s sad. Just married, too. But he won’t be in the way of the sale, now, poor fellow. And we won’t have much trouble with young Lavis—obstinate young idiot!”

      If he could have seen Dick Lavis, that morning, he would have realised the truth of that prediction.

      

      The third man knew of the death of John Brent. The third man was Craigie, of that little-known Whitehall institution known, for convenience, as Department Z. Seated in his office which at that early hour looked more like a bedroom, for Craigie frequently slept there—he read the official reports of the murders, which had been sent him from Scotland Yard.

      The Hampshire police had had no option but to call in the Yard, for Mary Brent’s story had been told, and Fordham was dead, killed very much in the same way as John Brent. So much, the reports told Craigie.

      Craigie was grey-haired and looked sixty, although actually he was forty-nine. There were deep lines at the corners of his eyes, deeper ones about his drooping lips. He looked gaunt and tired, the first due to his beaked nose and pointed chin; the second to his reading of the murder reports.

      Suddenly he stood up and stretched. A light gleamed in his eyes, and as he reached out a lean, blue-veined hand for his pipe, he seemed years younger. Anyone who knew Craigie well would have realised he had reached a decision—and the decisions of Gordon Craigie were apt to be far-reaching. For he was in fact the leader of that peculiarly intangible organisation known as British Intelligence—or, if you prefer it, the Secret Service. No man could have shouldered the troubles Gordon Craigie had borne without looking, at times, years older than he was.

      A gentleman who had suffered from the Department’s activities, and therefore disliked Craigie, had once called his agents a set of glorified policemen. There was certainly a very high degree of co-operation between Craigie’s men and the police. Department agents did indeed, at times, take upon themselves the more onerous duties of Yard men—who, without exception, they admired.

      But in the ordinary way, crime was a matter for the police, and Craigie was satisfied to leave it at that. Crime which either had international complications, or was likely to have, was a different matter and immediately became the business, also, of the Department. Many affairs had started innocently enough (from the international outlook) and developed unpleasantly, as those who have read other books about Department Z’s activities will know.*

      The murder of John Brent by itself would not have interested Craigie. The murders of Brent and Fordham, and their obvious connection, did. Fordham was a financier of no small standing, and many of his recent manipulations had covered a wide area of Europe. His murder was certainly a matter for Intelligence.

      Craigie had just finished a job that had tired him, physically and mentally. He had been looking forward to a few weeks’ rest, or at least an easing of pressure, and had been depressed when the Fordham affair came up. But gradually he had thawed, and now he was ready to grapple with whatever might arise.

      So Gordon Craigie smiled, as he had often smiled before, and looked at his watch. It was half-past eight.

      “If Burke isn’t up,” he said to himself, “he ought to be.”

      And he walked across the room, and picked up the telephone.
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            WORK FOR BURKE

          

        

      

    

    
      Just an hour before Craigie lifted the telephone to call him, Jim Burke had climbed from his Talbot outside a small, delightful Elizabethan cottage in Surrey, and walked smilingly towards the gate.

      When he was smiling, Burke looked handsome. When he wasn’t, his face held a wooden expression that made many think him dull and detracted from his rather good features. He was a big man, six-feet-two and broad-shouldered to match, and he walked with the easy stride of a man in the pink of condition.

      Standing twenty yards from the cottage, he looked up at the latticed windows. They were wide open, but the flowered curtains were drawn, by which Burke judged the inmates were still in bed. He glanced at his watch: seven-thirty. With a grin, he stooped down and collected a handful of small pebbles.

      He tossed the first stone up to the window, and it tinkled against the glass. Nothing else happened. Untroubled, Burke waited a minute, enjoying the lovely autumn morning.

      The early mist had almost gone, leaving only a faint haze in the hollow beyond the cottage. A yellow sun was sending its warm rays across the grass of the lawn, waking the flowers from their night’s sleep. A bed of Californian poppies beneath the front room window was the first to open wide and welcome its warmth, but the marigolds were awake, soon, in all their golden glory. In the single ash standing sentinel on the dew-bathed lawn, a blackbird perked its head on one side as if examining the intruder; the sun very bright on its yellow beak.

      In the distant woods autumn was beginning to paint the leaves in a thousand tints. The mist was thicker there; a deep, bluish haze. Somewhere in the hills, a village nestled: the white stone of its church tower shone in the sun.

      Burke turned away from contemplation, and tossed another pebble up. It tinkled, but still nothing happened. He tried a third, without results.

      “All right, young lady,” he murmured. Moving a foot to the right, he took more careful aim and tossed a pebble into the room. He heard it hit the floor, and bounce.

      There was a response, this time. He heard a vague rustling, followed by a slight thud and a muttered ‘damn’.

      Smiling, he waited. The curtains were pulled aside at last. A dark, prettily disordered head appeared, and a pair of sleepy blue eyes in a face Burke thought perfect blinked down at him.

      “I hope I didn’t disturb you,” he laughed.

      “Jim! You idiot!” The girl’s sleepiness vanished and she laughed back. “You unholy brute! Barging down here and—”

      “Shhh!” Burke teased. “Language like that on a morning fit for the gods. And am I hungry!”

      “There’s a café along the road,” said Patricia Carris, sweetly. Then laughed again. “Oh, don’t worry—I’ll be down in a second.”

      “Not soon enough,” said Burke.

      “It’ll have to be,” Patricia withdrew her head, then popped it out again. “Jim—there’s nothing the matter?”

      There was anxiety in her voice. She had seen Burke go, many times: she was always afraid, when he left her, that he would never come back. But the warmth of his voice reassured her.

      “No, nothing—yet. Hurry, darling.”

      Moments later, the door of the cottage opened and Patricia stood on the threshold. She was wrapped in a dressing-gown of softly-glowing silk and her feet were thrust into ridiculously pretty mules.

      “Come in, idiot,” she invited. “You know the kitchen—you can start getting breakfast.”

      “Anything to oblige,” said Burke. “Where’s Martha?”

      “Still asleep,” said Patricia, pointedly, and Burke grinned. “What made you come?”

      “You,” he told her simply, and meant it. “I thought you’d like a canter. I’m free, this morning.”

      “Divine,” said Patricia. “Just give me ten minutes. And you’d better boil eggs—they’ll be safer than bacon!”

      As she ran up the oak stairs and disappeared from view, he strolled into the kitchen and set some eggs to boil. Then as he began to cut bread and butter, his thoughts turned to Patricia.

      How long ago was it, since he had first met her? Six—nearly seven months? It must be—yet he seemed to have known her all his life. He frowned suddenly, remembering the affair that his meeting with her had started* God, but it was good to see her like this—cheerful, smiling, without those haunting shadows in her eyes.

      Had he been wise to let her come here, by herself—or with Martha Dale, which was very nearly the same? He told himself he had. He had wanted to marry her after the affair had been cleared up and the danger averted. But if he had asked her she might have said ‘yes’, mistaking, in her generosity gratitude for love. Burke hadn’t chanced it.

      There were other reasons, of course.

      The ‘game’ was in his blood. He had been working for Craigie for less than a year, it was true. But he had played a lone hand many times before, and his was a roamer’s nature; or so he had believed, six months before.

      He had spent most of the intervening time in working for Craigie; and he had travelled most of Europe to do it. Each time he had returned safely Patricia’s relief had shown a little more clearly in her eyes.

      “I’ll see this year out,” he murmured to himself, now, “and then we’ll settle down.”

      “Must you see the year out?” asked Patricia, very softly.

      Burke turned. He did not jump, for he had schooled himself never to show surprise. There was a little smile on his lips, and a larger one in his eyes as he surveyed her.

      She stood in the doorway; dressed, now, for riding.

      “I think so,” he said. “I’ll tell Craigie, soon, though, that I’m leaving.” He smiled, gently. “A January wedding. Will that suit you, Pat?”

      She nodded.

      “And we’ll start here?” she asked.

      “Nowhere else,” said Jim. “I—damn!”

      He was just in time to rescue the egg-pan, which had almost fallen off the stove. The moment was gone; and they did not try to retrieve it.

      At half-past eight they were walking across the fields towards Dick’s stables. The proprietor of the riding-school there had another name on his letter-heading, but it had never been seen anywhere else by Burke or Patricia. He was a grizzled old man, with a perpetual grouch against the ‘gawks’ who thought they could ride, and sincere admiration for anyone who really could.

      The couple reached the yard, to find Meg—Patricia’s mare—and Bruno, the great chestnut hunter Burke always rode when he came to Surrey, saddled and ready.

      Dick came out of the stables as Burke called his name.

      “Morning, both of ye,” he greeted. “I see ye comin’ down the hill. Thought ye’d like the usual.”

      “Good man.” Burke grinned. “I suppose you still won’t sell Bruno?”

      “Mister Burke,” said Dick, scowling, “I’ve told ye a thousand times that Bruno’s being saved for a friend o‘ mine. Promised, he is, or ye could have him wi‘ pleasure.” He dismissed the subject with a cheerful: “Nice mornin‘, Miss Pat! Can I give ye a hand?”

      “I’m up,” said Pat, and suiting the action to the word, swung herself into the saddle and sat laughing down at them. Beside her, Burke mounted Bruno easily, and they moved off together.

      They walked for a few minutes, and trotted for a few more, then opened out. As the air whistled past them, Patricia’s hair streamed behind her and the thunder of the hooves echoed across the hillside.

      Burke pulled up at last.

      “Mustn’t overdo it,” he said.

      “Pooh! You’re getting fat. Come on—”

      “Fat, am I?” grinned Burke. “I’ll give you half-way to the woods, and still beat you. Come on!”

      Her voice floated back as Meg raced over the smooth turf. “You’re licked already—you couldn’t give me ten yards!”

      Burke kept the restless Bruno still as she galloped on. The woods were a good half-mile distant and as she reached the half-way stage, he started after her. Bruno entered into the fun of the chase.

      “Up,” Burke urged him. “Up, old boy.” For a big man, he sat his horse well, and Bruno was built to carry his weight. The distance between the two horses lessened. Burke was leaning well forward, smiling, confident, happy....

      Bruno stumbled.

      Burke felt the horse shiver beneath him, and knew a fraction of a second before the spill that it was coming. He loosened his hold on the reins and let himself go. Head-first, he went over the horse’s head, somersaulted, and landed on his feet—then went sprawling. The fall winded him and he lay there for a moment before he could screw his head back towards Bruno.

      The horse was struggling to get up. Burke forgot his own bruises as he hurried to him and helped him up, looking as he did so for the rabbit hole that had caused the trip.

      He didn’t see one, but he saw the cut across Bruno’s leg.

      “Hurt, old boy?” he murmured, stroking his nose. “Keep still—I’ll put it right.”

      Bruno stood quivering as he held the right foreleg and examined the cut. Then concern for the horse disappeared from his expression. His eyes narrowed and he whistled, very softly.

      He heard the pounding of Meg’s hooves getting nearer.

      Meg, and an anxious Patricia, came up quickly. The girl dismounted and approached the man, wide-eyed with concern.

      “Are you all right, Jim? I saw the tumble.”

      “Right as rain.” Burke smiled ruefully. “Bruno came off worse, by a long way. He found a hole, and then cut himself on that stone.”

      “It’s not serious?”

      Burke patted the horse’s nose.

      “No—nothing much. But we’ll walk them back.”

      When they reached the stables, they could hear Dick somewhere inside, directing friendly curses at the horse he was grooming.

      “I’ll fetch him,” Burke said, and strode off, quickly.

      Inside the stable, Dick was sitting on an upturned pail and asking a bay mare whether she thought she was the ruddy Queen of Sheba, or what? He looked up as Burke entered.

      “Ever since Mister Bloomin’ Rogers started to ride Bess,” he grumbled, smacking the mare’s haunch resoundingly, “I can’t do a thing with her. The feller can’t ride, an’ he’s spoiled half the blinking horses in the yard. Pah!” Dick spat his disgust, and then grinned. “Ay, but he pays for it, the old money-bags—and he’ll keep on payin‘ more, till he stops coming. That’ll be the way to finish him.”

      Burke smiled. The Rogers in question, who lived nearby, was a stout man and reputedly a millionaire. He was apparently determined to achieve a country squire image, and was doggedly set on learning to ride. It was not the first time Burke had heard Dick calling down curses on the man and it would not be last.

      “Did I ever tell ye,” he began again, “how that feller—”

      “Hold up, Dick,” Burke cut in, quietly. “And get ready for a shock. Bruno—”

      Dick jumped from his pail like a rocket.

      “You ain’t hurt that horse—!”

      “Shhh!” said Burke, “you’ll frighten Bess. He’s had a tumble, but not a bad one. I—”

      “Bruno had a fall?” Dick glared his disbelief. “The surest thing on four legs I ever knew! You musta’ been playing him tricks—begging your pardon, but—”

      “Dick,” said Burke soberly, “when you come out, you’ll say she caught her foot in a hole, and cut her leg on a stone. Not a word more. Got it?”

      The old man stared, then nodded grimly.

      “Surely,” he said, and raised his voice: “Let’s have a look at the damage, then. Promised, that horse is....”

      “Getting careless, putting his foot in holes,” he was saying a few minutes later. “Meg’s got more sense than that, ain’t she, Miss Pat?”

      “There are riders and riders,” said Patricia.

      “Haw!” Dick chuckled.

      “Got you there, Mr. Burke.”

      “How long will he be out of harness?” Burke asked, patting Bruno’s neck.

      Dick shrugged.

      “Couple o’ days, maybe. Maybe a week. It’s nothin’ serious, thanks to you not riding him back.”

      “Good,” said Burke. “Well, Pat—?”

      He turned to Patricia, who was looking out of the stables, and smiled as he followed her glance and recognized the primly-dressed woman stumping along the lane: Martha Dale, Patricia’s companion at the cottage.

      “I’ll just see what she wants,” Pat said, smiling at Dick as she moved off.

      “A good thing” he grunted, “that she’s keeping that creatur’ away—beg your pardon, Mr Burke, but I can’t abide the woman.”

      Burke smiled. Between Martha Dale and the riding-school owner there was a dislike too deep for words. Martha had not entered the riding school for years, to Burke’s knowledge.

      But Dick quickly grew serious again.

      “That was a funny thing, wi‘ Bruno, Mr Burke?”

      “How, funny?”

      Dick fondled the horse’s muzzle, thoughtfully. His honest old eyes met Burke’s.

      “I’m reckonin’ two things,” he said. “One you know as much as I guess, Mr. Burke. Two, I ain’t seen marks like that on a horse’s leg since my war days.” Diffidently, half afraid he’s said too much, he added. “Maybe I’m wrong, sir. Me memory ain’t what it might be. But by the look of it, it were——”

      He hesitated.

      “What?” asked Burke.

      Dick went red, and blurted it out:

      “Well, save us—it looks like a bullet score. I don’t mean to cause trouble, Mr. Burke—but facts are facts.”

      “And stubborn things,” said Burke, quietly. “You’re right, Dick: it’s a bullet crease. The problem is, how did it get there?”
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      “What field were ye in?” asked Dick.

      “The big one, near the woods.”

      “With the road running by, not a hundred yards off?” the old man muttered. “There isn’t much doubt, then, Mr. Burke. The bullet was fired from the road, surely?”

      Burke nodded. He was tempted to say it might have been from the woods, where a man could use a rifle without fear of being seen, but footsteps outside the stable stopped him. “Yes, I suppose so. A nice man,” he added, more loudly.

      “A blasted murderin‘ son of a...” Dick began, suddenly overwhelmed with the realisation that Bruno had not only been hurt, but shot at.

      “Steady,” warned Burke. “Not a word.”

      “Yes,” said Dick, and creased his face into a wrinkled grin as Patricia entered.

      Patricia wasn’t pleased, Burke judged from her expression.

      “There’s a call for you, at the cottage,” she told him.

      “Martha brought the message down. It’s urgent.”

      Jim Burke stood very still, looking at Patricia, but not, she knew, thinking of her. She could always judge when he was thinking of things that should not be. His expression was—well just wooden.

      “Thanks,” he said, and smiled suddenly. “That means no more riding to-day, Dick. I’ll see you later in the week, probably.”

      “When ye like,” said the old man, cheerfully. “Bruno’ll be better, soon enough.”

      “Look after her,” said Burke.

      “I’ll do that, all right,” said Dick. “And a lot of other things,” he added, with a grin. “’Morning, Miss Pat. ‘Morning, sir—and good luck to ye.”

      Burke grinned, and led Patricia out. They reached the road to see Martha Dale—a sturdy, middle-aged woman who combined virtue, virginity and a sense of humour—striding along ahead of them.

      “She’s being discreet,” Burke said.

      Patricia grasped his arm.

      “Oh, Jim! I’d hoped there’d be nothing until the end—until you’d dropped out. Each time you go, I’m afraid—”

      “I’ll be all right.” He squeezed her arm. “It might be a false alarm, anyhow.”

      “Not from Timothy Arran,” said Patricia. Then smiled, suddenly, her head up. “Sorry, darling. I shouldn’t pester you. You wouldn’t be happy if you backed out——”

      “Not this time,” Burke said. “But it’ll be the last”

      “You mean it?”

      “I always mean what I say to you.”

      “I know.” She smiled again. “You’ll tell me if you’re going abroad?”

      “I’ll ring you, as soon as I learn anything,” he promised.

      They walked quickly up the hill, but now they were only half aware of the beauty of the morning, and for once they failed to smile as they saw Byways, the cottage, nestling there with the hills beyond it adding dignity to the scene.

      They were thinking of different things.

      Patricia was thinking that Jim’s luck could not always hold out. She knew he worked for Gordon Craigie, and she knew the nature of the work. Her brother had died for the Service, not so long ago. And each time Burke was sent off on a strange mission she was afraid it would end as her brother’s had ended. But she was sorry, now, for her outburst. It wasn’t fair to Jim. He had a job to do, and it was up to her to help him, not worry him.

      Burke was thinking:

      It was a big field, well away from the trees, and there isn’t a chance that the shot was accidental. It was fired at me, and hit Bruno. And now there’s a job on hand. I wonder whether it’s connected with this morning’s do?

      “Here we are,” said Patricia, unnecessarily.

      They reached the door of the cottage. Martha was already inside and she looked at Burke with a half-smile on her weather-beaten face. Her grey hairs were more numerous than her black ones, and her mannish tweed coat and knee-length skirt, above riding-boots, made her look more man than woman.

      “Good morning, young ‘un,” said Burke cheerfully. “Sorry to drag you out so early.”

      “You’ll be sorrier if you don’t learn to behave yourself,” said Martha, downrightly. “Telephone your friends, my boy, and have a respect for your elders.”

      “It’s lucky for you,” said Burke, “that you’re not a daughter of mine.”

      “Blether,” said Martha, using her strongest epithet. “Let’s leave the fool....”

      Alone in the hall, Burke picked up the telephone and called Mayfair 91326. He waited a moment or two, then heard a weary-sounding voice say:

      “Let it come.”

      ‘That’s Toby, for a pound,” said Burke.

      The voice at the other end of the wire grew stronger.

      “Oh, is it, you lout? Well, it’s not. If you’d got a couple of pennorth of sense more than you need to keep you this side of—”

      “What’s the trouble?” asked Burke.

      He knew that the speaker was Timothy Arran, for only one man in London had that weary drawl, on the telephone or off it. He knew also that if there was one thing that would jerk Timothy out of his drawl, it was likening him to his brother Tobias, Between the Arran—or as Department Z men knew them, the Unholy—Twins, there was very real affection. But it was not frequently displayed to others.

      The Arrans were Craigie men. So this message was, indirectly, from Craigie. Burke knew that. He also knew that Timothy would not tell him what the trouble was, over the telephone, although he might be able to drop a word that would convey a great deal.

      Timothy sobered up.

      “You’re wanted, P.Q.,” he said. “And read the papers on your way up.”

      “Thanks,” murmured Burke.

      “And,” said Timothy, drawling again, “curse you! I was in bed when he” (and ‘he’ meant Craigie) “rang, and of course it was my turn for answering the blazing telephone. You would be in some besotted country barn, wouldn’t you? Next time——”

      “Pull the sheet right over your mouth,” Burke suggested, “and sleep it off. I’ll see you later.”

      “I was afraid of that,” said Timothy, bitterly, and rang off.

      Burke replaced the receiver thoughtfully and wandered into the kitchen, where Martha was pouring boiling water into a tea-pot. Patricia looked a question.

      “You were right,” Burke told her.

      She smiled; a cheerful, encouraging smile. Burke’s heart warmed.

      “You ought to be ashamed of yourself, young fellow,” Martha snapped. “Rushing about the world like a madman. Tea?”

      “Well,” said Burke, “seeing you made it——”

      “Bah!” said Martha.

      Ten minutes later, Burke and Patricia walked along the path together. Burke opened the door of the Talbot, and climbed in. The engine hummed.

      “Be careful, dear,” Patricia said.

      “And you.” Burke grimaced up at her. “The usual conditions, lass—no dashing away after funny ‘phone calls, or——”

      “I know the rules,” said Pat.

      And she did, thought Burke. She was—well, she was Patricia. She’d take no chances: she’d stay there and wait for news of him, and he guessed her waiting would be torture. Not for the first time, he wished he had given the Department up, months before.

      But by the time he was in Guildford his eyes were gleaming and his blood tingling. He was thinking still of the shot that had brought Bruno down, and wondering if it could possibly be connected with this call from Craigie. Probably it was. Probably someone who suspected Craigie would be called in on the job—whatever it was—had started early to try and hinder the Department by hampering its agents. And too many people in England knew, unofficially, that Jim (James William) Burke was a Department agent.

      He stopped in Guildford, at the top of the High Street, and bought a paper. The headlines seemed to leap out at him as they had leapt out at Sir Joseph Granton and Dick Lavis. He didn’t need to waste time looking through the pages to know what job he would be on.

      Fordham.

      Burke glanced at a photograph beneath the headline, and his face went grim.

      “Poor kid,” he said, and immediately thought of Patricia.

      The photograph—even for a photograph in a national daily—was a poor one, but the beauty of its subject could not be denied. She was young, dark-haired, her eyes large and well-set, her features very nearly perfect.

      She was—she had been, Burke thought—Fordham’s wife.

      A few months before, she had been Katrina, Princess of Rania. Her marriage to Arthur Fordham had caused a spate of sensationalistic reporting in the press. First, Fordham had brought to England from Rania an oil concession that had set the world talking, arguing, and very nearly quarrelling, for other countries besides England wanted that concession. Next, the Ranian Government had refuted Fordham’s claim and then, after telephone communications, had confirmed it. The King of Rania, it appeared, had had other ideas about the concession, and had tried to upset it. The King, who was an eccentric gentleman, had stated in a public speech that a certain Englishman had, by error, been allowed to enter his country and behave in a manner that warranted his arrest for spying. Moreover, he had virtually robbed Rania.

      It had appeared that the last word was with King Staren, even if the concession was with Fordham. But Fordham had retaliated. His announcement that he was engaged to Katrina had staggered the world’s press, and set most of the world laughing. Staren had forbidden the marriage, and threatened to disown Katrina if she went ahead with it. Worse, he had kept her prisoner in the Ranian capital. But money in Rania was not plentiful—and money with Fordham was. So guards were bribed, and Katrina escaped. The next the world heard of her was when she arrived at Southampton to be met by Fordham and, two days later the biggest sensation of all—a registry office marriage.

      Arthur Fordham had certainly been in the news.

      Burke had known him slightly. He had not met Katrina, but he had liked what he had heard of her. Now, he could imagine how she was feeling, and his eyes were very hard.

      “You’ve an idea what the job is?” asked Craigie, some hour later.

      “Just an idea.” Seated in another armchair facing him, Burke stretched himself and smiled at the grey, gaunt man who was his chief. He had an admiration for Gordon Craigie that well exceeded his admiration for the rest of the world put together—with the exception, of course, of Patricia, who was in quite a different category.

      The office was more like an office, now. Most of the rugs Craigie had draped round him for his brief night’s sleep were bundled into a cupboard next the fire-place. A small table-cum-bookcase held a tin of tobacco, a pound jar of jam, and a punctured tin of condensed milk. Craigie had had his bachelor’s breakfast, and had nearly cleared away.

      It was a rule of Craigie’s never to have anyone in that room but his agents—or on special occasions, the P.M. himself.

      There were secrets in that room that no one but Craigie knew, and few people even guessed. Craigie had spent many years building up the privacy of that room. From time to time, certain august gentlemen suggested that this privacy business was a bee in Craigie’s bonnet—why the hell couldn’t he behave like a normal man, instead of locking himself up in an office which couldn’t be entered unless he operated some damn fool switch, inside or outside?

      The precautions to ensure such privacy were extreme; Craigie admitted the fact. It was possible, for instance, to pull switches which made almost any part of the three inside walls into doors leading to various parts of the Whitehall building. If anyone (however august) wanted to see Craigie, he had to telephone the Department; it was the only way of getting at him. If an agent wanted to see Craigie, he pressed a button outside the office and waited. The button operated a green light set into the room’s mantlepiece and when Craigie operated another switch, the part of the wall nearest the waiting agent slid open.

      Craigie did not talk or act like a man with the secrets of the world on his shoulders, and he had never been known to boast, even mildly, of his achievements. Most of the people who knew by sight this gaunt, grey-haired man with the shrewd, hooded grey eyes and the perpetually lighted meerschaum pipe, would have been astounded to learn the power that he possessed. Only once in all his career as head of Department Z had anyone in the Cabinet tried to direct Craigie’s activities; and even then, had not succeeded.*

      Such was Craigie.

      Many of the men who had occupied the chair Jim Burke lounged in that morning were dead; the Department’s work was precarious. Burke knew it; everyone who entered that office knew it; no-one had ever wanted to back out. Craigie seemed to pick his men with a sixth sense that never failed him.

      He had picked Burke, early that year, and he thought him as good a man, if not better, than any who had worked for him. He had, in fact, many of the qualifications needed to run the Department, and for a while Craigie had wondered whether Burke might one day be the man to take over from him. But there was Patricia——

      “It’s Fordham, of course?” Burke guessed, now.

      Craigie nodded, and reached for his pipe—that meerschaum that seemed never to grow old.

      “Yes—Fordham.”

      “Do you think the Ranian gentlemen had anything to do with it?” asked Burke. “He didn’t like Fordham, especially after the marriage.”

      Craigie rammed thick flake into the meerschaum’s bowl.

      “I don’t know what to think,” he said. “The oil concession looked like trouble for a long time, and I’ve been watching Fordham. But I’ve seen nothing suspicious there, and I’d begun to think there was nothing to worry about. Now...” He shrugged.

      Burke didn’t interrupt. One thing he took for certain: Craigie didn’t connect Fordham’s death with the Ranian trouble.

      “Now, we know there was something to worry about, all right,” Craigie went on. “There’s another thing, too. The bullet that killed Fordham was fired from a Niass .22 automatic, a gun only made in Rania.”

      “Which is conclusive proof,” said Burke,

      “Of what?”

      “That no one from Rania killed Fordham. Staren may be a hard-bitten old reprobate, but he’s clever, and if he’d paid someone to kill Fordham he would have made sure there was no obvious connection with his country.”

      “Meaning?”

      “That whoever killed Fordham deliberately made it look like a result of his marriage and the upsetting of Staren’s apple-cart.”

      “So that’s what you think?” murmured Craigie, lighting his pipe.

      “Yes. Don’t you?”

      “Let’s go a step further,” said Craigie. “Supposing Staren is behind this murder—and it’s a mighty long supposing, for Rania isn’t a country that dare tread on our corns, although Staren himself is capable of anything. But then, grant him the cleverness to realise that we’d see past a Niass bullet and assume a third party had killed Fordham, under cover of the known enmity of Staren of Rania.”

      “H’mm.” Burke looked doubtful. “I was in Rania three months ago. I know Staren. I don’t think he’s deep enough for it.”

      “Good,” said Craigie. “I wanted to hear that. Now here’s the other thing, Jim. An hour—we guess—before Fordham was killed, a man was murdered on the outskirts of Cottesdon Village. Near Winchester. He was shot with a Webley .32, and he lived long enough to say ‘tell Fordham first’. They’re his actual words. They were addressed to his daughter, who found him dying, and after trying to telephone Fordham and sending a message to the police she begged a lift in a passing car and scorched to London to Fordham’s flat. She was too late.”

      Burke grunted:

      “She’s got guts.”

      “She has.” Cragie nodded briefly. “I saw her, just before you came in. It’s hit her hard, poor kid. I didn’t ask her much, though—I told her you’d be seeing her.”

      “Blast you!” said Burke, uncomfortably.

      “She’ll take it well,” Craigie assured him. “Something like Pat.”

      Burke coloured.

      “I was wondering,” said Craigie, eyeing the big man thoughtfully, “whether Pat can help her. She’s alone, from what I can gather. Naturally, she wants to keep away from the village. She talks of staying in London, but I don’t like it.”

      “In case there are developments?”

      “Yes.”

      Burke said slowly:

      “I don’t want to lay Pat open to anything. You know that. Besides...”

      He gave a brief account of the shooting that morning. Craigie’s hooded eyes hardened.

      “It’s possible someone’s afraid we’ll start moving, and that you’ll be in it,” he said, grimly. “But no more than possible, let’s remember. Anyhow—see Mary Brent first, and think about sending her to Pat after.”

      Burke nodded.

      “She may know some reason for the murder of her father,” Craigie added, “and she’ll tell you she was followed from her house to the village, when she left him to get to a telephone. See what you can learn. Then I think——”

      He tapped the stem of his pipe against his teeth, and Burke went a dusky red.

      “Oh, Lord!” he groaned. “You don’t want me to see—Katrina?”

      “Mrs. Fordham, yes,” said Craigie. “Sorry, Jim. Two nasty jobs, I know. But you’ll be in this, anyway, and you can handle it better than anyone else we’ve got.”

      Burke nodded and shrugged, resignedly. To interview in succession a girl whose father had been murdered and a newly-wedded woman whose husband had been shot was a grim morning’s work.

      “All right,” he said. “Anyone else detailed on the job yet?”

      “The Arrans. Use them as you like.”

      “I don’t think,” Burke said, straight-faced, “that I’d better do that.”

      Craigie smiled as the big man stood up.

      “Perhaps not. Well—go steady. It might be a small thing, but Fordham wasn’t small. And I wouldn’t be surprised to find, after this sudden death, that his activities were a lot wider than we knew before. I’ll let you know if I hear anything.”

      “Right, and I’ll ring you when I’ve seen the women,” said Burke, but he was obviously still not happy at the prospect as he took the addresses of Mary Brent and Katrina Fordham and left the office.

      He elected to go through a maze of corridors that eventually led him to the front entrance of the Home Office building. He stepped into Whitehall, at last, and walked briskly towards Westminster Bridge—he had left the Talbot at a Victoria garage—and soon passed Scotland Yard. He also passed a massive, floury-looking gentleman whom he knew well, by name, sight and nature.

      Few people understood how Superintendent Horace Miller contrived to look so much like his name. His fair skin, his flaxen moustache and his equally flaxen hair always seemed dusted with a powdering of fine flour; hence ‘Dusty’ Miller. But his clothes were well-brushed, and his eyes alert; there was dust in neither of them.

      Burke stopped.

      “Hallo, Miller. I haven’t seen you for——”

      “It’s been heartbreaking,” grinned Miller, as they shook hands. “Busy?”

      “Can’t you guess?”

      “Fordham.”

      “Yes.”

      “A nasty business.” Miller shook his head. “I missed it last night, so I shan’t be working with you.”

      “A pity,” said Burke, and meant it.

      But as it happened, Miller was wrong. The two were to work together on the Fordham affair as they had worked, amicably and most successfully, on others. Miller was not a brilliant man, but he was steady, he knew his job from A to Z, and he had no objection to working with or even for Craigie’s men.

      But as Burke left in a taxi for Mary Brent’s hotel, Miller’s mind was on Richard Lavis. He had just learned from one of the guards outside the Hampstead house that Lavis was in a state bordering on collapse, due to (a) nerves, (b) a thick night, and (c) something about being the only one left—a rather peculiar thing to say, which Miller intended to probe at as soon as he could get to Hampstead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            BURKE BLUFFS A GENTLEMAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Burke saw the thin-faced man in sober grey tweeds enter the taxi immediately behind the one he had hired and, outside the Claycourt Hotel, Victoria, saw the same man pass the hotel, dismiss his taxi, and then cross the road to the Metropole Theatre. He might, of course, have business at that theatre, but Burke doubted it.

      For the moment, however, he was more concerned with the first part of his unpleasant morning’s work.

      He asked a reception clerk for Miss Brent, and gave his name.

      In three minutes, he was in her room.

      He saw a slim, fair-haired girl whose eyes were shadowed, and whose lips were almost colourless. She had good features, and if she would never be beautiful she would, at least, be attractive when the signs of her grief were gone. Her chin was good, her voice steady. There was an expression lurking in her eyes that reminded Burke of a battered but dogged lightweight towards the end of a bout with a man who could give him three stone. In fact, she looked as if she would stick things out till the last—and keep on trying to find the reason for them.

      She was dressed in a white, knitted suit and low-heeled white shoes. Her hands were small and she wore a plain, gold ring—on her right hand, not her left—and her hair waved naturally.

      So much he saw in a glance, as he held out his hand.

      “I’m sorry to worry you, Miss Brent.”

      A fleeting smile crossed her pale, strained face.

      “It’s all right. You’ve got to, of course. The—the others have been very—kind.”

      “I hope I shall be,” said Burke.

      She looked at him, soberly.

      “I think you will. Do sit down? And I was just going to have coffee—will you join me?”

      “Gladly, thank you.”

      She rang for the waiter, and when the coffee was brought, she poured it with steady hands.

      “Sugar?”

      “Two, please.”

      God! thought Burke, but she’s got guts, all right.

      He guessed that she was preparing to tell her story, and he did not force her. She began quietly, without looking at him. But when she reached the point where she had heard her father call out, from his library, she looked directly at him, and he hated the hopelessness in her eyes. She told him everything, with an attention to detail that showed him that, shocked as she had been by the discovery, she had kept cool: her mind had photographed everything.

      What she could not describe were the two men who had come out of the car towards the telephone box; the light had been too bad. She believed their car was a Lancia. The driver who helped her had told her it had taken the Andover road—he would perhaps be sure of its make. She hadn’t heard his address, but his name was Braddon.

      “The police will know where to find him,” Burke told her.

      She looked a question.

      “No,” he said, frankly. “I’m not the police. You see the Fordham connection makes the issue rather wider. And I’m particularly anxious to know just what was the connection between your father and Arthur Fordham. Do you know?”

      She shrugged wearily.

      “Yes, I know. And ever since it happened, I’ve been afraid of—of anything.”

      Burke’s eyes narrowed.

      “And it was——?”

      “That accursed concession!” Mary Brent’s eyes blazed, the words whipped out. “Danger, danger, danger, from beginning to end! I wish I’d never seen Fordham—I wish father had never seen him! It’s been terribles—terrible!”

      Burke thought: “The concession—the concession Fordham got from Rania. Is it that business, after all?” He said:

      “You mean the Ranian concession? Did your father have anything to do with Fordham over that? Directly. I mean?”

      His coolness took the flush from Mary’s cheeks.

      “I—I’m sorry.” Burke smiled understandingly, and she went on: “Yes. Dad was a chemist, and he worked with the Commercial Petroleum Company for a long time. He travelled a lot for them.”

      “Prospecting?”

      “Testing drillings. He retired, four years ago——”

      “How old was he?”

      Mary’s lips tightened, and her hands clenched.

      “Fifty-seven. He—he had a serious illness, lasting some little time, after a year in South America. So he retired—the Company looked after him, very well. We—we had three wonderful years. And then he grew tired of doing nothing, and Arthur Fordham had no trouble in getting him to test the Ranian oil.”

      “Fordham came to him?”

      “Yes. He knew Dad, of course, I think everyone in the oil world did; he invented several testing processes that saved a lot of time. Anyway—Dad went to Rania, nine months ago, and stayed there until July, just before all the trouble about the concession.”

      “And—there was danger?”

      Mary Brent shrugged her shoulders, a sad, weary gesture.

      “I think so. Dad bought that house in Cottesdon, and although he didn’t say so, I think he was hiding. He was afraid of—something.” She broke off, with a wan smile. “I don’t know that, but I’m almost sure. Then a month ago, Fordham came to the house and I remember him saying ‘another couple of months, and we’ll be out of the woods’.”

      “Do you know what your father answered?”

      “Yes. He said: ‘I hope so; it’s getting me down’.”

      “And the date of the visit? Do you remember?”

      “It was a Monday—the day after Fordham returned from—from his honeymoon. I don’t know the actual date.”

      “I can easily find that,” said Burke.

      He proffered cigarettes, and the girl took one. The red tip glowed vividly against her pale face.

      “There was never anything else to tell you, in so many words, that your father was afraid of—anything?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Had he known Fordham before the Ranian trip?”

      “No—only by reputation.”

      “Reputation in the oil world?”

      “I—I don’t know. I think so.”

      Burke wondered whether Fordham’s activities in the oil world had been confined to the Ranian affair. From Mary Brent’s story, he doubted it. It was a story that gave Burke ample food for thought, and it boiled down to a simple presumption—and one that Burke didn’t want to accept.

      Fordham and Brent had been murdered because of their activities concerning the Ranian oil concession. On the face of it, it was madness to try and blind himself to that, and the obvious step to follow was that Staren of Rania had revenged himself on Fordham.

      By why on the chemist who had worked with him?

      “Did your father know, beforehand, of the engagement of Fordham and Princess Katrina?”

      Mary Brent looked at him, and for some reason tears filled her eyes.

      “No—no.” Her hands clenched, now, as she struggled for control. “When he heard of it he—oh, I’m sorry. He—thought it funny. We—we laughed——”

      Burke felt a lump rise in his throat. This was the devil of a job. He waited until her hands relaxed.

      “Thank you,” he said quietly. This hardly fitted in, he was thinking, with the theory that Staren had been behind the murders. Staren might have killed Fordham because of the concession and the marriage, but it wasn’t likely he would have killed Brent for a part—and, after all, a minor part—in the concession affair.

      Mary Brent drew deeply on her cigarette.

      “Is that all?” she asked, tautly.

      Burke regarded her gravely.

      “What are you going to do, Miss Brent? Go back to——”

      “No, no! I couldn’t stand it. I always hated the place. It’s dark, gloomy.” She shivered. “It would remind me——”

      She broke off, and there was reproach in her eyes. Why had he asked that question?

      “It wasn’t just curiosity,” Burke said gently. “A friend of mine—a good friend—lives in Surrey. Quiet, open, restful.” He had never been much good at this sort of thing. “What I mean is, well, if you’d care to——”

      The reproach left her eyes.

      “That’s wonderful of you,” she said warmly. “But—”

      “Supposing I ask her to come and see you?”

      “Her?”

      “Oh—yes.” He smiled. “We’re engaged. You’ll find her very—understanding.”

      Mary Brent smiled back, for the first time with real amusement.

      “I’m sure I should. But will she—like it?”

      “She’ll be here this afternoon,” Burke promised. As he rose to go, the telephone rang. She hesitated, and he gestured towards the instrument.

      “Carry on, please,” he said.

      Mary Brent took up the telephone, and again Burke marvelled at her nerve. Her voice was clear and steady.

      “Hallo?—yes.”

      Burke noticed her obvious dismay even before she glanced up at him in mute appeal.

      “Yes—yes,” she said, with visible reluctance. “Ask him to come up, please.”

      She replaced the receiver, and turned to Burke.

      “It’s a friend of mine. From Cottesdon.”

      “You’re not anxious to see him?” Burke’s smile robbed the words of any offensiveness.

      “No—o. Somehow I’m not, although perhaps I shouldn’t say it to you——”

      “Is he a—business friend of your father’s?”

      “No, nothing like that. Just—a friend. He lives in Cottesdon. You remember I told you someone shouted, last night, from the inn?”

      “Yes,” said Burke.

      “That was Tommy. He’ll—he’ll be bursting to do something and he just—can’t.”

      A suspicion of a smile lurked in Burke’s eyes.

      “Supposing you flop in that chair, Miss Brent, and look all in? I’ll send for a doctor——”

      A knock sounded and as the door-handle moved, she nodded quickly, dropped into the chair, and closed her eyes. She looked ill; there was not much need for her to pretend, Burke thought.

      A bell-boy opened the door and a stocky man of perhaps twenty-five walked in. Burke could understand why Mary Brent had not wanted to see him. He was agitated, and he blinked a lot. His flaming red hair looked as if it had not been properly brushed or combed for days, and the expression on his freckled face was comical in its concern as his glance fell on the listless figure of Mary Brent.

      “Oh, my God!” he gasped. “Has she fainted, or something? Good grief, man, don’t stand there doing nothing! She’s ill—it’s obvious! Mary—Mary!”

      He took a step towards her, but Burke gripped his forearm—a hard, muscular arm, he noted. The younger man didn’t try to jerk away. He looked up and Burke saw a face that would, in normal circumstances, have been cheerful and commonplace.

      “Steady on,” Burke told him. “I’m just going to call a doctor.”

      “I should damned well think so!” snapped the newcomer. “Damned disgrace, pestering the girl when she’s—she’s—”

      “Keep up that senseless din,” said Burke bitingly, “and I’ll kick you out. Now quieten down a minute.”

      Tommy swallowed hard and grinned, shamefaced.

      “Sorry,” he said. “Didn’t think. But—poor kid——”

      “She’ll be all right,” Burke assured him. The bell-boy was still standing by the open door. “Bring some water, will you?”

      “Yes, sir.” The man disappeared, and Burke crossed to the telephone. He called Mayfair 91326 and a drawling voice answered:

      “Let it come—”

      “Doctor Arran,” said Burke, poker-faced.

      “What the blankety-hell?”

      “Good,” said Burke, “Could you come at once to the Claycourt Hotel, Victoria? Room 54. I——”

      “Burke,” Timothy Arran was no longer drawling: “if you try any more of these damn’ fool tricks—”

      “Thank you, doctor,” said Burke. “It’s not serious, I think. But I should be very glad to have your opinion. The Claycourt... that’s right... Room 54.”

      “You ruddy lunatic!” said Timothy Arran. “If—oh! Oh, yes. I’ll be there.”

      It had finally dawned, Burke thought with a smile. Timothy was getting rusty. He turned to Mary’s friend Tommy as he replaced the receiver.

      “He’ll be along in ten minutes or so, Mr——”

      “Wigham. Good, oh, good!” Tommy’s pug nose and freckles disappeared behind a large handkerchief for a moment.

      “Perhaps you’d better wait downstairs until Miss Brent’s feeling better,” said Burke, firmly ushering him out.

      He closed the door, and Mary Brent promptly sat up. Again, there was a lack of strain in her smile: The arrival of Tommy Wigham had done her good. Until then, she had been too full of her grief to think of anything but the death of her father. If it had lasted too long it would have led to a breakdown. Now, Burke guessed, she would be very bright for a few hours, and then the reaction would come. The remedy was—Patricia.

      “Was that really a doctor?” Mary asked.

      “No,” Burke smiled. “A friend of mine. Now, while we’re waiting for him, may I telephone my fiancée?”

      “Jim!” Patricia’s voice was warm and vibrant as she recognised who was speaking.

      “Pat, I’ve a job for you. No, nothing energetic. I’d like you to have a guest at Byways, for a few days.”

      “Is she there now?”

      “Yes.” Burke smiled. Only Patricia, he thought lovingly, would have grasped the point so quickly.

      “Then don’t say anything more,” she told him. “Where shall I come? Or will you bring her here?”

      “You come, will you? In case I’m not here, it’s Miss Mary Brent, Room 54, Claycourt Hotel, Victoria. Opposite the Metropole. Yes, soon as you can——”

      “It’s half past twelve now: I’ll be there about two. Jim—are you going abroad?”

      “Not yet, anyhow.”

      “Hooray for that,” said Patricia. “Good-bye.”

      “That’s fixed,” Burke told Mary, replacing the receiver. “No—please don’t. Thanks aren’t important—you’ll like Pat.”

      Mary Brent smiled. This big man did things with an almost startling ease and confidence. His ‘Pat’ was lucky——

      Just ten minutes later, Timothy Arran arrived, a little ashamed at his slowness in taking his cue. Burke gave him his instructions, and then the two of them left Mary alone and went down to tell Tommy Wigham that she must not be excited in any way. She must see no one for at least forty-eight hours.

      “Oh, hell!” protested Tommy Wigham, miserably. “Not even a couple of minutes——?”

      “Not at all.” Timothy Arran—a small, very handsome man who dressed exquisitely—was professionally firm. “I’m sorry, but—the shock, you know——”

      Tommy scowled.

      “Well, I’d better get back. Oh, damn! But look—how will I know how she’s getting on?”

      “Telephone Doctor Arran,” said Burke, straightfaced.

      “Mayfair 91326,” supplied Timothy.

      Tommy’s face brightened.

      “Ah, thanks doctor, thanks! I wouldn’t go back, but I must—damned busy, just now. Poor old Mary! Tough luck——”

      They saw him into Victoria Underground Station, and as the stocky, untidy and still-agitated figure disappeared, Burke murmured:

      “There goes a lad in love with a girl who doesn’t love him. It’s sad.”

      “Good for him,” said Timothy stoutly. “Sober him up.”

      “Tim,” Burke drawled, affably. “If I tried for a month I couldn’t be as slow as you were on the ‘phone. Go and get a drink, and then go back to the hotel. Patricia will be along about two, and you can introduce her to Miss Brent.”

      Timothy stared.

      “But——”

      “Pat’s looking after her for a few days,” said Burke.

      “But why?”

      “Good God!” said Burke. “You listen, Tim. Do you know who Mary Brent is?”

      Timothy Arran drew a deep breath.

      “You know damn’ well I’ve never seen the girl in my life! I don’t know a damned thing about the whole blazing business, and I—”

      “Listen,” said Burke.

      Five minutes later a subdued Timothy went to get his drink, while Jim Burke returned to the hotel, and told Mary Brent that Arran would be there to introduce her to Patricia.

      Then added awkwardly, diffident as only a big man can be; “I—I’d like just to say I’m—well, how sorry I am.”

      Mary Brent smiled gravely up at him.

      “Thanks—thank you more than I can say.”

      “Please don’t,” said Burke. “Just talk to Pat. And I’ll see you, soon.”

      They shook hands, and Mary Brent’s eyes were very bright as she watched him go.

      Poor kid, Burke was thinking, as he went into the street. Then his lips tightened, as his thoughts turned to the next job in hand.

      “And now, Fordham’s wife,” he muttered, bleakly.

      As he spoke, he looked across the road—and saw a man of medium height, dressed in sober grey, leave the steps of the Metropole Theatre and cross the road. The thin-faced man who had followed him from Whitehall.

      “Now that,” thought Burke, “is interesting.”

      His mind flew to the shot that had lamed Bruno.

      He was being followed, and it was reasonable to assume that his shadower knew something about the shot that morning—always assuming that it hadn’t been an accident.

      Burke didn’t think it had.

      And he knew that whoever his thin-faced trailer was, he hadn’t started to follow him because he had been called in on the Fordham affair. There hadn’t been time for that.

      “So,” thought Burke, as he hired a cab after making sure there was one handy for the other man, “he’s been following me because I might be on the Fordham affair. So he—or someone he’s working for—realised the Department would get in on this, and guessed I’d be called in on it.”

      The more he considered the start of this affair, the less he liked the look of it.

      His cab moved off—and the other followed quickly.
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            A SHOCK FOR A SHADOW

          

        

      

    

    
      Burke rarely had any objection to being followed about London. At times it amused him. But having just left the grief-stricken Mary Brent, he felt singularly lacking in humour.

      Craigie, the Arrans, or any others of those who saw Burke when he threw off his mask of a genial but dull young man with a passion for travelling and a devotion to games, knew there was a ruthlessness about him that was often devastating. He would work on, quietly and thoroughly, accepting the pin-pricks of the opposition—in this case, he was sure, the murderers of Fordham and Brent—with something approaching resignation. No gibing or enticing could make him alter the rate of his progress until he felt like it.

      That point reached, Burke was a different man.

      He acted—he smashed. If convinced he was working against the right man and his cause was just, he went like a battering ram at his objective. At which time it would be realised that through all his apparent passivity, he had been working to make the ramparts of the enemy (to quote Timothy Arran) ready to crumble at his onslaught. In effect, he annihilated his opponents.

      There were degrees in this process of annihilation, of course, and that day he displayed his ruthlessness in only a mild degree.

      That didn’t mean he was feeling mild. He was feeling savage; for which reason he decided to postpone his interview with Katrina Fordham, and deal with Thin Face.

      He directed the cabby to his Brook Street flat, and lingered on the doorstep long enough to make sure the pursuing cabby had not lost him. Then he continued to the second floor, where his front door was opened by a smiling and cheerful gentleman by the name of Pete Carter.

      The story of Pete Carter has been told. Once, he had been a gentleman of low taste, both in the matter of earning a living, which he had contrived illegally, and in matters sartorial—including an appetite for huge brown boots and broad-brimmed bowler hats. Now, he was as honest as the day, and proud of it. He wore sober black boots (but still boots; there were some habits that even Burke could not break) and his hats were all black Homburgs, which contrasted delightfully with his red, round face, and the fortune in gold fillings he displayed with each smile. He was a plump man, neither tall nor short.

      He smiled a lot at Burke. He owed a lot to Burke.

      “I wondered when you’d come, Mr. B.,” he greeted him.

      “Hallo, Sam,” said Burke.

      Very fleetingly, an expression crossed Pete Carter’s face; a mixture of pain and reproach. But he had been swallowing those emotions for a long time now, and he was almost inured to being called ‘Sam’. Still, since for forty-three years he had been known by his rightful name of Pete, the inuring was naturally a long process.

      “Me name’s Pete,” he said now, more by habit than in hope. “What time would yer like yer lunch, Mr. B.?”

      Burke winked at him and gripping his arm, led him to a window overlooking Brook Street. Twenty yards away, a cab was standing and ten yards from the cab, a man was walking.

      “See him?” said Burke.

      “De guy wid the spotted tie?”

      “Sam,” Burke reproved, “you’re slipping back. No. The gentleman with the dark grey suit.”

      “Sorry, Mr B. I kinder——”

      “Kind of,” said Burke, automatically. “I don’t like that man, Sam. Go out the back way, will you? Walk along the street, and ask for a match.”

      “Ask ‘im for a match?” asked Sam (by which name, since Burke would use no other he will be known throughout this narrative).

      “Yes—ask him for a match.”

      “Supposing he don’t smoke, Mr B.?”

      “Blast you, Sam,” Burke said cheerfully. He had a fault of always assuming that others would know what he was driving at, without explanation. “Go and ask him for a match, and then jam something in his ribs. Got it?”

      Sam blinked.

      “Yer want him up here, do yer?”

      “Well done, Sam. I do. Badly. Scare the life out of the runt, and if he shows fight, clout him. I’ll cover you.”

      “O.K. with me,” said Sam, gleefully. “Gee! I ’ope he wants to mix it——”

      “You’re a bloodthirsty son of a gun,” Burke told him. “Get to it, Sam; I’m in a hurry,”

      Sam went out. Burke could hear him opening the door of the tiny kitchen, and descending the fire escape that led to the courtyard behind the flat. Burke stayed by the window. Thin Face was walking slowly up and down, apparently taking no notice of Burke’s flat.

      From behind the curtain, Burke studied him carefully. The man’s jaws were lantern, his cheeks deep hollows. Not once did he glance up at the flat.

      “Ah,” Burke smiled grimly to himself. “Here’s Sam.”

      Sam Carter was marching briskly along the street, a scowl on his face. He had a cigarette in his mouth, and was obviously searching his pockets for a match. As he approached Thin Face he stopped, hesitated, displayed his teeth liberally, and spoke.

      Thin Face obligingly put his hand in his pocket.

      And then Sam jabbed the stem of a pipe into his middle. Burke grinned, guessing at the muttered command he could not hear. Thin Face dropped back a pace, and glanced quickly to the right and left. Sam, pipe in pocket, prodded him again and Thin Face seemed to tense his muscles. And then:

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Burke,” said a voice from the doorway.

      Burke didn’t start; and once again he was glad he had trained himself perfectly not to display surprise. But as he turned slowly from the window, his heart was pumping fast.

      For the man at the door held a gun.

      

      The man was short, and well-dressed, possessing that indefinable air that does, no matter what is said to the contrary, suggest that its possessor is a gentleman. His face was clean-shaven fresh-coloured but with an oddly perfect, creamy complexion, his eyes were neither large nor small, and his lips were full and red. He was smiling, as though with satisfaction.

      “Do sit down,” said Burke drily, after a short, silent interval. He hadn’t recovered from the shock of seeing the man, but it had not been enough to make him lose control, or stop thinking. It took a lot to stop Burke from thinking. Now he was trying to place the stranger—and failing.

      “No thanks,” said that gentleman. “I’ve only come for a minute.” He smiled cheerfully. “It was thoughtful of you to send your man out, Burke. Deuced thoughtful. I wouldn’t like to tackle both of you.”

      “Some people have found one of us a bit of a job,” said Burke. “Besides, you could have used your friend outside.”

      “Oh, no,” said the stranger, still cheerfully. “And don’t try to get at the ink stand on the desk—really, I’m above that. Thanks.” He beamed as Burke stopped moving his right hand behind him. “What was I saying? Oh, about Curson, outside. He’s a good fellow. I shouldn’t like to lose him in a—scuffle, shall we say? And I haven’t been able to persuade him to use a gun.”

      “He’s a wise fellow,” murmured Burke.

      “You think so?” smiled the stranger. “It’s a matter of opinion, of course. He’s very good with a knife, but that won’t interest you. Er—you’re on the Fordham job, aren’t you?”

      “I am.”

      “Good God—I didn’t think you’d admit it. But then, I’ve heard that you’re—different, shall we say?”

      “You know I’m working on the Fordham job,” said Burke, “or you know, as near as dammit. So there’s no harm in telling you.”

      “Hmm. Well, I shan’t argue about it, my dear Burke.” The stranger raised his automatic an inch. He was still smiling cheerfully. “Well,” he went on, “this is a sad life, Burke—Curson is always saying so, a little more colourfully. I would have liked to have known more of you, but—” he shrugged—” we can’t take these chances. Some people would, but I——”

      The gentleman with a gun moved his forefinger, and the forefinger was on the trigger.

      Something sneezed. A foot of flame stabbed across the room and a bullet bit at Burke’s chest. Burke grunted—and flung himself forward, the woodenness of his expression changing for the first time. His eyes blazed.

      The smile left the man’s face.

      “God!” he muttered, and he fired again—once, twice, thrice!

      The bullets bit—but didn’t hold. Terror surged across the gunman’s face a fraction of a second before Burke hit him. It was a single blow with all Burke’s fourteen stone behind it, and it caught the man under the jaw. He went upwards, backwards, downwards—and lay inert. Burke, breathing hard, leaned for a moment against the wall. A mirthless smile curved his lips, and he looked down at his chest. Two bullets were lodged in the lapels of his coat, and two in his waistcoat, each plumb over the heart.

      “A suit of armour,” Burke reflected, aloud, “is a priceless thing. But either I’m getting slow, or this fellow’s three moves ahead of me—which isn’t pleasant.”

      He walked over to the unconscious man, peering for a second time into his face. And then, very gently, Burke smiled.

      “So,” he murmured. “I——”

      He stopped at the sound of footsteps on the stairs. Suddenly the front door opened, and he heard Sam’s voice:

      “In there, yer yellow-livered lump o’ coffin wood. An’ if yer tries any tricks——”

      Burke stepped across the man on the floor, and looked into the lobby. His hair was awry and he was still breathing hard, for he had been very close to death. If the gunman had fired at his head, it would have been finis.

      “Gawd!” gasped Sam, as he saw him.

      “Don’t mind me,” said Burke, gently. “Lever your friend into the room, and then get me a bucket of water.”

      “Friend?” snorted Sam, thrusting the thin-faced man ahead of him. “C’mon—march, or I’ll ‘ave the blinking ’ide orf yer.”

      The man who preceded him into the room could look only at Burke, and there was fear in his eyes. His lantern jaw had dropped, his mouth was open and his hollow cheeks quivered, stared as if mesmerised—until Burke looked away from him, to the man on the floor.

      And then Thin Face dropped back, against Sam Carter. His face was colourless, and his mouth gaped. Suddenly he groaned, and covered his face with his hands.

      “Go and sit down,” Burke ordered.

      “Let me sock ‘im Mr. B.?” pleaded Sam. Then for the first time saw the figure spread-eagled on the floor—and the gun a foot away from his limp hand. “What the hollerin‘ hell ’ave you bin doing? I—sorry, sir. Bucket o‘ water—right.”

      Sam jumped to the kitchen, but the grin that crossed Burke’s face didn’t linger long. Curson was drooping in a chair, his face still covered in his hands. Burke crossed to him and jerked the hands away. He looked down, incredulous, into a tear-stained face.

      “Good God,” he muttered.

      He stepped back, relaxed—and Curson’s right arm moved with incredible speed. The stanger’s words echoed again: ‘He’s very good with a knife, but that won’t interest you’.

      Snatched from some hidden pocket, the knife flashed now as Curson, his face ablaze stabbed out viciously. Burke couldn’t afford to take chances. He kicked sharply upwards at the man’s knife-wrist. Curson gave a high-pitched, agonised squeal and something cracked, sickeningly.

      The knife flew up to the ceiling, smashed against a steel light-fixture, and came down in splinters. A piece caught Burke’s cheek and made an inch long cut, although he hardly noticed it. He snapped:

      “Stop squealing, Curson, or I’ll break your other arm. Who’s your Mend?”

      Curson stopped squealing, but he didn’t speak. Burke grabbed the man’s limp elbow and his fingers bit painfully into a flabby bicep.

      “Speak!” he commanded as Curson groaned.

      “I—I’ll—I can’t!”

      “No?” Burke smiled savagely. “We’ll test your limitations, Mister Curson.” He released the bicep and grasping the other forearm, wrenched it sharply. Curson screamed and half rose from his chair.

      “No—no—no!” he sobbed. “Please—no—”

      “You’d better talk.” Burke dropped the arm and stepped back a pace. “I’m not feeling soft-hearted, and you won’t have to annoy me much more before you get really hurt. Who is that man?”

      Curson gave up the struggle. His right wrist, broken he knew, wasn’t painful now, but it was very numb. His left arm, which wasn’t broken, was giving him hell. When he looked into the face of the big man he knew he would get no mercy.

      “He—his name’s Graydon,” he said.

      “Thanks. Where does he come from?”

      “He lives in—Chelsea. Grove Street—”

      “Number?”

      “Fourteen.”

      “What’s he do for a living?”

      “He’s—he’s a solicitor.”

      “Practising?”

      “Yes. His office is in Cannon Street—183g.”

      “What’s your job?”

      “I—I’m his clerk.”

      “Worked for him long?”

      “No—not long. A year.”

      “Who’d you work for, before that?”

      For the first time, there was a halt in the stream of questions and answers. Curson licked his lips nervously and darted a furtive glance at the figure on the floor. There was something familiar about the glance, and evocative. Burke said:

      “In jail, eh? What for?”

      Curson licked his lips again. His voice was a little stronger, now. He seemed to have made up his mind that there was no help for him—that his best bet was to answer the questions without trying to hedge.

      “I—I had a—connection of my own. Got five years for misappropriating clients’ money. Graydon gave me a job as soon as I came out. I’d known him before—slightly. I—I didn’t know what game he was up to, Mr. Burke—I swear I didn’t!”

      “Don’t bother,” said Burke coldly. “All right, Curson, you can nurse your arms now. The police will take a statement from you when they come.”

      Burke fancied the man looked relieved, rather than frightened at mention of the police. He saw him glance furtively again at the unconscious figure of the gentleman who had possessed and used a gun. Burke believed Curson was afraid of Graydon—and could understand why. He shivered, involuntarily, reliving his own brush with death.

      “Won’t be ’arf a jiff,” called Sam, from the kitchen. “They’ve ’ad the water turned orf fer an ’our, Mr. B.,” he added, coming in, a pail of water in one hand and a towel in the other. He glanced with satisfaction at Graydon, then looked at Curson. Curson’s ashen face, and the way he was holding his right wrist, told Sam a lot. So did the cut on Burke’s cheek.

      “Lumme,” he murmured. Then saw the splintered knife. “Blimey!” he said. “We ain’t ’arf bin busy, Mr. B.”

      “Haven’t we?” said Burke, heavily. “Bring the pail over here, Sam, and then telephone the Yard. Get Miller if you can.”

      Sam glanced once at the big man’s face, and jumped to it. There were times when he remembered the ungodly fear Burke had once driven into him, and always there was a frantic desire on his part to prevent its re-occurrence. The water slopped over the edge of the bucket as he plopped it down and shot to the telephone.

      Burke crossed over to Graydon, and now a faint grin lightened his expression. He dragged the man’s head and shoulders half-way through the door leading to the kitchen, so the water would miss the sitting room carpet, then picked up the bucket. As half a gallon of cold water splashed into Graydon’s face, he shivered and stirred. Another douche made him open his eyes and blink.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Graydon.” Burke’s voice was gently ironic, now, and Sam’s expression eased: the big man was clearly feeling better.

      Graydon shivered again, and dazedly raised a hand to his wet face. For a moment, he stared blankly; then a spasm of fear shot through his eyes. He struggled up to a sitting position, his eyes on Burke.

      “Like some more?” asked Burke, pleasantly.

      “Miller ain’t there,” Sam announced.

      “Get Rogerson,” said Burke, without turning. “Well, Graydon?”

      The man shifted his position to support his back against the wall. He looked washed out; and although he tried to hide it, he looked afraid. He fingered his chin with a white, well-manicured hand.

      “It’s a bump, all right,” Burke assured him. “I put it there. And now you’ve had time to get your wits about you, Graydon, you can start thinking out some good lies. Because I’m going to ask you some very awkward questions.”

      Graydon still didn’t speak, but he darted one swift look at Curson. His eyes narrowed as fear gave way to fury.

      “Don’t get cross with Curson,” said Burke. “It was your own ruddy fault, and you’re lucky to be alive, old son. Ah!”

      He broke off, as footsteps sounded on the landing. Sam, who had finished with the telephone hurried through the next room to the front door as a sharp rat-tat-tat came. Burke, keeping a close watch on Curson and Graydon, grinned as he heard a gruff voice ask:

      “Is he in, Carter?”

      Only one man had that gruff voice, and only one man called Sam ‘Carter’. Superintendent Miller had thought Jim Burke mad to employ a jail-bird—but was honest enough to admit that the madness had, so far, been justified.

      “Why, yes, Superintendent,” Sam was saying, cheerfully. “I jus‘ bin ringing yer——”

      “Sam,” called Burke, “get back to the Yard and tell Rogerson I won’t want him after all. Come in, Miller.”

      Superintendent Horace Miller entered the room, stopped, stared, and:

      “My God!” he said.

      Burke smiled. “They’re presents for you, my lad. You can charge both with assault—or make it attempted murder, if you like.”

      “Yes,” said Miller. “I can see.” He looked harder at the man on the floor.

      Graydon did not, now, look quite the same affable gentleman that he had when Burke had first met him. His hair was plastered over his head, his once-stiff collar was wet and crumpled, and his remarkable complexion was very white. But he did not speak; he had not spoken since he had regained consciousness.

      Burke was dangerously good-humoured. A little more obstinacy from Graydon would make him boil over again.

      “This—” he pointed to Curson—”is a Mr. Curson, late of H.M.S. Keep-me-in. And that”—he pointed to Graydon, “is——”

      “My God,” said Miller, again, “Graydon!”

      Burke asked, expressionless, “You know him?”

      “Yes,” said Miller, heavily. “I know him, all right.” He looked at Burke. “Jim, this is—oh, damn it! I was coming to see you about a youngster named Lavis. The Fordham murder’s got him down. He’s been having trouble, probably from one or more of the directors of a company he’s interested in——”

      Jim Burke looked grim.

      “Lavis has been threatened with murder,” Miller added, flatly. Suspects are directors of a colliery company—Granton’s. The directors all seem clear, but the company secretary doesn’t.”

      Miller surveyed the tight-lipped, bedraggled man on the floor, and half-smiled.

      “Graydon’s the secretary?” Burke suggested.

      “He is.” Miller smiled broadly. “Now, Mister Graydon, what have you to say for yourself?”
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      Graydon had nothing to say for himself.

      He sat with his back against the wall, water dripping from his hair and a sullen expression on his face. Some of his colour had returned, and his cheeks again possessed that peculiar feminine creaminess. As he sat, there was no mistaking the roll of fat beneath his waistcoat.

      In his chair, Curson sat very still, his eyes darting from Miller to Burke to Graydon—chiefly the latter. He was afraid of Graydon, and his fear superseded the pain in his arms, although his wrist was beginning to ache, now.

      Sam Carter stood on the threshold, trying not to stare; he would have been happier without Miller. The big policeman smiled again at Graydon.

      “So,” he said, gently, “you don’t feel like talking, Graydon? You will do—soon.”

      Graydon glowered at him in sullen silence.

      “Leave him to me for ten minutes.” Burke’s voice was grim. “I’ll make him talk—fast.”

      Miller shook his head. Burke’s method of persuasion would not be in accordance with police regulations, and there was just a chance—a slight chance—that Graydon could disprove his connection with the Lavis business. At this stage in the affair, Miller didn’t want to take chances. Moreover, he guessed what Burke was feeling like, and he knew Burke’s capabilities.

      “No,” he said. “I’ll take him to the station, and we’ll get it out of him there.”

      Burke shrugged.

      “All right. But you haven’t been very clear, yet, about this man—Lavis was it?”

      “Yes. Well, this Lavis has been threatened a lot, lately, and attempts have been made on his life. He’s a director of Granton’s Collieries, and he’s been told to resign—or he’d be forced to resign by ceasing to live.” Miller was flowery of speech, at times. “I’ve told you, I’ve suspected all the directors of the company, but I haven’t done much with the acting-secretary—friend Graydon. Well, I will do. And here’s where you come in, Jim. Another director of Granton’s is—or was—Fordham. When Lavis heard of Fordham’s murder, he just went to pieces. And I don’t blame him. Apparently he and Fordham were the only two directors of the Company who were opposed to selling out to another combine—the Cropper-Gordon group.”

      Burke nodded. The Cropper-Gordon group of colliery companies was the largest in England, controlling most of the Durham and Scottish fields. The recent amalgamation of the Cropper Coal Company and the Gordon Collieries Company had, in fact, been of sufficient news-value to transfer from the city page to minor headlines on the front.

      “Well,” Miller smiled again, cheerfully. “We don’t know much about the whys and wherefores of the business with young Lavis, but we soon will.”

      “I don’t think so,” said Graydon, unexpectedly.

      Miller’s good-humour dropped from him like a cloak.

      “Oh, you don’t? You’ll soon change your tune, Graydon—and you won’t like the process. Get up!”

      He didn’t wait for the other’s reaction, but crossed the room and yanked him up by the collar. Graydon made no kind of protest, but now his sullen glumness had gone and he was smiling a little; it was not the smile of a man who feels he is facing a long stretch in jail.

      Miller took a pair of handcuffs from his pocket, and spoke to Sam Carter.

      “Fetch the other fellow over here.”

      Curson was trying unsuccessfully to hide his fear. Sam laid a hand on his shoulder.

      “C’mon, son,” he grinned. “They won’t ‘urt yer.”

      “Just a minute,” said Burke, suddenly. “Graydon won’t talk but perhaps Curson will.” He smiled, without humour. Curson shivered, regarding the big man nervously.

      Burke’s smile widened.

      “When did you first start trailing me?” he demanded.

      Curson hesitated. Unexpectedly again, Graydon spoke.

      “Tell him, Curson,” he said softly. “Don’t keep anything back.”

      Burke saw the fear shoot through Curson’s eyes, and he looked swiftly at the solicitor. Graydon was smiling, with his lips alone, and there was a dangerous quality about his voice that Burke didn’t like. Graydon, in fact, was not behaving like a man under arrest.

      “That’s good advice,” said the big man. “Out with it.”

      Curson took a deep breath. His eyes searched Burke’s.

      “I’ll tell you,” he said at last. “But—he’ll get me. He’ll get me! Keep him away——”

      “Don’t talk like a ruddy fool,” Burke snapped. “Graydon’s under arrest. It will be a long time before he has a chance to hurt you.”

      “Will it?” asked Graydon.

      Burke ignored him and looked at Curson. The latter shivered, but spoke up.

      “I started last night,” he said. “About twelve o’clock—”

      Burke’s mind switched back. At twelve o’clock on the previous night he had left the Carilon Club, beloved of men, and walked from Pall Mall to Brook Street.

      “From the Carilon Club?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And what then?”

      “I hung about all night. I was really on night duty—”

      “A well organised business, this,” said Burke, with deceiving lightness. “A tribute to Graydon’s powers, I suppose.”

      Curson licked his lips nervously.

      “I—I saw you leave here this morning. Just before I was to be relieved. I—I followed you to Surrey.”

      “The devil you did,” said Burke, very softly.

      The atmosphere of the room was suddenly tense.

      “And what then?” he roared suddenly, devastatingly. “You shot at me on the horse!”

      His face was white with rage and Curson cowered away from him. Miller was looking thoughtful. On Graydon’s lips there was a little smile.

      “No, no!” Curson whined. “I didn’t—that wasn’t me.”

      Burke’s rage seemed to leave him. He hesitated for a moment, then strode grim-faced to the telephone.

      Over his shoulder, he growled:

      “Handcuff ’em, Miller. They’re slippery.” Then he dialed a certain Putney number, and waited.

      “Bob?” he said, when the expected cheerful voice came on the wire.

      Bob Carruthers sounded delighted, as he recognised Burke’s voice. He, also, was a member of Department Z.

      “I was hoping something would happen, old son—it’s as slow as blazes out here!”

      “It’ll change,” Burke told him, grimly. “Listen hard, my lad. Get in your bus, and go to the cottage——”

      “Pat’s place?”

      “Yes.” Burke hesitated. “Take the Kingston by-pass and then get on the Leatherhead Road. Watch all the way for Pat’s car—the Trojan.”

      “I know it.” The cheerful voice was crisp, now things were happening.

      “If you meet the car,” said Burke, “tell Pat to leave it at the nearest garage and complete her journey in your bus. She’s going to the Claycourt Hotel, Victoria. You’ll meet Tim at the hotel. Take him with you back to Byways. You’ll have a full load then—two girls, Tim and yourself. When you get to the cottage, wait until you hear from me.”

      “All set,” said Carruthers.

      “Fine. And let me know as soon as you’ve met Pat, old son.”

      “At your flat?”

      “If I’m not here, try headquarters.”

      “Right—I’m on my way,” said Bob Carruthers, and the line went dead.

      Burke turned round.

      “Well, Mr ruddy Graydon,” he said coldly. “That’s spiked one of your guns, hasn’t it? You’re not having a successful day to-day.”

      Graydon smiled, but there was less confidence in him now.

      “You’re clever,” he conceded. “But we’ll see how it will end.”

      “Look here,” broke in Miller. “What’s all this about?”

      “Sorry, old son,” Burke said. “Point is, Curson followed me to Surrey this morning—I went to visit Pat. Someone shot at me: if it wasn’t Curson—and I’ll take a chance it wasn’t—there’s a gunman down there, near Pat’s place. Obviously, he’s watching Pat, because Curson followed me back to London.”

      “Well?” Miller prompted.

      “Graydon’s in a jam,” Burke reasoned, “but he reckoned this way. As soon as his trouble was discovered, his gunman pal in Surrey would counterattack. Through——”

      “Pat,” supplied Miller, grimly. He knew Patricia well.

      “That’s it,” said Burke. “But Carruthers will look after her. He’ll meet her before she gets to London, because Graydon’s pal can’t possibly learn of Graydon’s—er—misfortune, in time to reach Pat before Carruthers.”

      Miller nodded, but it was Graydon who spoke next.

      “You’re certainly clever, Burke.”

      “Oh no I’m not,” said Burke, cheerfully. “I just put two and two together, and get my sums right. And that reminds me.” He was still smiling, but the grimness was back in his face now. “If by some freak of chance you and I are ever having a difference of opinion, Graydon—and you’re out of jail, which is very unlikely—don’t try tricks with Patricia Carris. It’s the surest route to a broken neck with a lot of unpleasantness first. Get me?”

      Graydon licked his lips, and his creamy complexion was suddenly a pasty yellow.

      “Let’s get them away,” Burke growled, and as Miller handcuffed Curson to Graydon, Sam opened the door with alacrity. There were a lot of things the Department man and the Superintendent had to talk about, but they were tacitly agreed that they wanted to get these two to the station first.

      Miller was in the lead, the two prisoners behind him, and Burke brought up the rear. Miller was well-satisfied with the situation. It looked very much as if he’d got the man who had been attempting to murder Dick Lavis; they would soon learn the reason for those attempts.

      They reached the landing, and started to descend the stairs. Graydon looked the sorriest spectacle, and Burke, with his bloody cheek and the bullet holes in his coat—one bullet was still lodged in a lapel—the most grim.

      The front door opened as all four were on the stairs.

      It was hardly surprising, for there were four flats in the building, all with the same front door. But Burke was annoyed. It was a bad moment for a tenant to appear—.

      He stopped thinking, and went cold.

      For something other than a tenant appeared in the doorway. Two things, in fact. The first was of steel; the second wore a great-coat and low-crowned trilby hat, American-style.

      The thing of steel was a Thompson sub-machine gun, and the thing in the trilby hat looked capable of using it.

      “Put ’em up,” he growled, almost casually. “And stand right where yuh are, boys. Howdy, Boss?”

      Graydon’s complexion had suddenly returned to normal.

      “I was afraid you were going to be late,” he said.

      Human thought runs along similar lines when the thinkers find themselves confronted, unexpectedly, by a man with a machine-gun. Miller and Burke wondered whether he would use it. Neither of them spoke, and both of them lifted their hands towards the ceiling. In their way they were wise men.

      Graydon was suddenly talkative. Dragging Curson with him, he pushed past Miller and into the hall, out of the line of the gun. He was smiling, almost pleasantly—he looked at that moment very much the same gentleman with a gun who had first confronted Burke.

      “This isn’t a shock,” he said, “I hope? A clever man like you, Burke, should have expected it. Miller—the keys.”

      As he spoke, he lifted his hand, and jerked Curson’s arm, which was still painful from the wrench Burke had given it. As Curson cringed, Graydon’s smile changed, and was no longer pleasant.

      “I’ll deal with you later,” he snapped. “Hurry, Miller!”

      Miller hesitated.

      There is a quality bred in the bone of the true policeman that makes him ready, if not willing, to face any odds. Superintendent Miller was a true policeman. He had two captives, and he was faced with the alternatives of letting them get away, or chancing bullets from the machine-gun—more bluntly, death. He was afraid, with the fear that freezes the vitals and makes the flesh creep. He had to clench his teeth to keep them from chattering. But still he hesitated.

      “Hurry, damn you!” There was a threatening note in Graydon’s voice, now. But the second syllable had hardly left his lips when Burke spoke.

      “Why not drop us,” he asked, almost casually, “and help yourself to the key afterwards?”

      “I wish I could.” Graydon’s smile almost created the impression that he liked Burke. “But it wouldn’t be wise. Half an hour ago, Burke, I should have shot you cheerfully. You didn’t know me; it wouldn’t have mattered a damn. But now—but you can think for yourself. Miller—the key.”

      “Let him have it,” said Burke.

      Miller shrugged. Reluctantly, he took the handcuff key from his pocket, and handed it over. Had he been alone, Miller would probably have told Graydon to go to the devil—but Miller had remarkable faith that Jim Burke would do the right thing.

      “Thank you,” said Graydon, politely.

      Burke watched him fit the key in the lock.

      “You preferred not to shoot,” he reasoned, aloud, “because you know you’d have a hell of a job getting away after killing a——”

      “Flatfoot.” Graydon beamed on Miller as he shook the iron from his wrist.

      “—policeman,” Burke finished, soberly.

      “Thank you,” said Graydon. “Yes, that’s right, Burke. Killing you by yourself wouldn’t have mattered. But the man up in your flat knows me now—and we shouldn’t have time to go up and finish him, before getting away. In short, I’d be putting my head in a noose.”

      “Again,” said Burke, coldly.

      “Suit yourself,” said Grayson, obligingly. “Anyhow, I’m not fool enough to risk killing you two and leaving a witness.

      “Very wise of you,” murmured Burke, woodenly.

      Graydon darted a sharp look at his expressionless face.

      “I can’t quite make you out, Burke,” he complained. “You seem clever, sometimes—and at other times, a damned fool. Perhaps you’re a damned clever fool! Well, you can suspect what you like about the Fordham murder—and Brent’s. Suspecting isn’t proving, and you’d have a stiff job proving anything. Even,” he added, with a grin at Miller, “in the unlikely event that your admirable police ever succeeded in locating me. So the best thing I can do is to admit the impasse and—er—let things take their course.”

      “Wise man,” said Burke, gently. “One would think you’d had a legal training.”

      “Wouldn’t one?” retorted the solicitor, jovially.

      “How do you propose to get away now?” asked Burke.

      “In Curson’s cab,” said Graydon. “I’ll take Curson with me while my friend the gunman keeps you here. A good scheme? I always said that a successful man must be able to alter his plans at a moment’s notice.”

      As he spoke, he was rooting in his pockets for something. He discovered it suddenly. He whipped his hand out of his pocket, and Burke caught a glimpse of a lead-weighted cosh——

      Graydon used it.

      It cracked on the back of Miller’s head, and the Superintendent grunted and dropped down. As he went, Graydon jumped a stair and rammed his clenched left fist into Burke’s stomach. As Burke doubled up, the cosh smashed on the back of his head and he fell like a log across Miller, on the stairs.

      Graydon was still smiling as he drew back.

      “You can put your gun away now, Tike,” he said, “And get outside, quickly.”

      “Why not finish ’em?” The man named Tike looked reluctantly from his gun to the two unconscious men.

      “You heard why not!” Graydon snapped, in obvious irritation. “It’d be asking for trouble. Now, get out.”

      Tike got out. Curson followed him, and Graydon brought up the rear. In Curson’s heart there was a terrible fear; in Graydon’s there was an equally terrible intention.

      The front door closed....

      

      “Strewth!” said Sam Carter, hollowly, a few moments later.

      He was watching from the window of Burke’s flat. He could see the American (whose gun was now under his big coat), Graydon and Curson. He could not see Miller or Burke.

      “Strewth,” he muttered again, and his face went pale. “I ’ope to Gawd they ain’t—ain’t——”

      He stopped talking to himself, and rushed out of the flat and down the stairs. At the bottom, he saw the oddly assorted heap of humanity. Miller and Burke made a crowd, anywhere. Unconscious, and looking dead, they made a mighty heap. Sam, his heart in his mouth, tugged Burke off Miller, and felt for the Department man’s pulse.

      It was beating.

      A smile that could only be called beautific crossed Sam Carter’s face. He straightened up, remembered himself and applied the same test to Miller, then raced up the stairs for whisky.

      Fifteen minutes later, two large, limp men stared at each other from facing armchairs. The taste of whisky was on their lips—and Miller was licking his, rather too obviously.

      “Have a drink,” Burke invited, weakly. He shook his head. “God damn him—but Graydon’s smart.”

      “He will smart,” said Miller, ominously.

      “He does now,” Burke grinned reflectively. “He’ll feel that bump on his chin for a long while to come. Well, Miller my lad, let’s have the other half—and then we’ve a lot to do.”

      The glass was already in a grateful Miller’s hand when the telephone rang.
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      Burke was at the telephone and speaking into it before Miller realised he was out of his chair.

      Burke’s ears were tuned to recognise the voice of the caller—provided he know it—at the first syllable. It came quickly, and his expression changed.

      “Found her,” Bob Carruthers announced. “Just before she reached the Kingston by-pass. She’s all right, Jim.”

      “Thank God for that.” Burke meant it. “Where is she?”

      “Just outside this box.”

      “Let me have a word with her,” said Burke, “but first, get this in your noddle, old son. There might be trouble. There have been developments—tell Tim that you’re both to watch the girls until you get other orders. All right?”

      “Depends on the other girl,” said Carruthers, and Burke could almost see his cheerful grin.

      “Jim?” Patricia was saying, a moment later.

      “Pat,” said Jim Burke, simply but more tenderly than he knew. He waited a moment, so that the things he always meant but rarely said would be understood. There was a smile on his own lips—and he knew Patricia’s would be curved, deliciously, at the corners. At last he went on: “I’m afraid I’ve put you in the front line.”

      “I thought so.” Patricia laughed. “Otherwise, Bob wouldn’t have turned up.”

      “I suppose I ought to be sorry, but I can’t bring myself to say so,” Burke told her. “You’ll know why when you’ve seen Mary Brent. She’s had a bad knock. Her father’s—dead.”

      Patricia was—Patricia.

      “Murdered?”

      “Yes,” said Burke. “It’s a nasty business, and it’s moving fast. The thing is, Pat, you must be careful. Bob and Tim can hang around the cottage for the rest of the day. Tomorrow, I’ll fix something else. But don’t trust anybody—unless you know them, and know that they know me.”

      “Don’t worry,” Patricia told him, quietly. “I’ll be careful. I wish you were as safe as I.”

      A vision flashed through Burke’s mind of a man with a low-crowned trilby and a Thompson sub. He grinned.

      “I’m all right,” he said, “and likely to be. Now you’d better hurry. The sooner you get to the Claycourt, the better.”

      “In Bob’s car and with Bob driving,” Patricia said lightly, “the sooner, the safer. When shall I see you?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      Patricia smiled, and Burke guessed it.

      “Until—later then,” she said. “Oh, Jim—do you want me to—to try and get anything from Mary Brent?”

      Burke smiled, a little ruefully.

      Before the affair of Graydon and the gunman he had had that matter all worked out.

      “Yes,” he said. “Don’t press her too much, but find what you can about her father’s business connection with Fordham. And one other thing. You might get a call from a pugnacious little man named Wigham. I’ll leave you to handle him as you like—or as Mary Brent likes—but if he looks like becoming a nuisance, tell one of the others to move him on.”

      Patricia chuckled.

      “I’ll look out for him,” she promised. “Good-bye.”

      “Good-bye,” said Burke.

      He replaced the receiver and turned, to see Miller finishing his whisky-and-soda.

      “It’s all right, the Patricia end,” he announced.

      “So I guessed,” Miller grunted. “I wish it was all right our end, Jim. I don’t like to think Graydon’s got away with it.”

      Burke grinned, and rubbed his chin.

      “He called it an impasse,” he pointed out. “And for once, a solicitor put it plainly. He’s a very wise man, his friend Graydon. How many gentlemen with his killing habits do you think would have had the nerve to hold his hand, on the stairs?”

      Miller shrugged.

      “I didn’t understand it,” he admitted. “I still don’t. He had time enough, dammit—and the opportunity. He’s not likely to get another chance like that, for a long time.”

      “If ever,” said Burke. “But he was wise. Oh, he was very wise——”

      “Stop talking in riddles,” growled Miller, gesturing with his empty glass towards Sam Carter. Sam jumped to it, and took the glass away for refilling.

      “Listen,” said Burke. “If Graydon had shot me—or killed me, because he shot all right—and got clear away he’d have had the Department on his tail, but apparently he expects that; and the police, as in a normal murder. But because I’m a Department man, there wouldn’t have been an outcry. Don’t blink at me—there wouldn’t! When Craigie’s men go, it’s hush-hush all the way. It has to be. So Graydon was prepared to take a chance.”

      Burke cocked an eye at Sam, who responded splendidly with just the right mixture of whisky-and-soda. “But if he’d killed a Superintendent of the C.I.D., Horace—Lord, what a yell! The Press would have been like mad dogs. Every rag in the country would have slapped his photograph on the front page, and there’d have been one of the biggest man-hunts ever. Stands to reason. And friend Graydon didn’t want to lay himself open to that kind of hunt.”

      “No—o,” Miller admitted, cautiously. Then: “Proper little wise guy, isn’t he?”

      Burke grinned. “He certainly is. Anyhow, he didn’t take the chance and we’re alive—although we can’t take much credit for it.”

      Miller nodded soberly, and his glance went to the holes in Burke’s coat and waistcoat.

      Drily, he asked: “When did you start wearing steel underwear?”

      Burke grinned again.

      “As soon as I realised it had started. I’ve told you before, old son—I’ve three chain-waistcoats. Like one?”

      “No, thanks.”

      “You’re not a wise man,” said Burke sadly. “Other things apart, the steel shirt had a lot to say for itself. If I hadn’t been wearing one this afternoon, you’d be making arrangements for my funeral—and you’d have hated that.” He grinned again. “It’s a peculiar fact, Horace, that even the best crooks always pot-shot for the heart and not the head. Perhaps they think the heart of an honest man is bigger than his noddle.”

      “When you’ve finished being funny,” Miller growled, “what’s your next move?”

      Burke stood up, thoughtfully.

      “The very next,” he said, “is to telephone Claycourt and find whether Mary Brent’s all right. After that, to wait until Pat’s called there. The third, to see Craigie. Coming?”

      “I think I’d better. I can let you have the full Lavis story, then.”

      “Fine,” said Jim Burke, already on the telephone. Having ascertained that Mary Brent and Timothy Arran were still at the hotel and that nothing untoward had happened, he allowed himself the comfort of a quick bath. As he changed, he noted—and showed to Miller—the blue bruises beneath his steel shirt. Miller conceded that two of the bullets would have pierced his pump, but still could not be persuaded to accept one of Burke’s protective vests. When Sam Carter had put iodine and sticking-plaster on the cut in his cheek, Burke re-entered the sitting room, which was now scrupulously tidy. The broken knife—or as much of it as Sam could find was in an envelope on the table.

      Burke grinned at Miller.

      “That’s what I call a useful man about the house—I wish you’d learn to love Sam.”

      “Maybe I will,” Miller growled, unexpectedly. Sam, listening in the kitchen, fingered his nose irreverently in the direction of the Superintendent—in the commission of which undignified act Burke found him.

      “Sam,” he chided, “you’re letting me down.”

      Sam fell back on his last line of defence.

      “Me name ain’t Sam—it’s—”

      “Pete,” supplied Burke. “I know. Sam, be careful while I’m gone, and take a note of everything—callers, telephone calls, gentlemen in the street who look as if they might not be gentlemen; in fact, the whole darned caboodle.”

      “Oke,” said Sam.

      Telephoning the Claycourt Hotel again, Burke learned with relief that Pat and Carruthers had arrived. He knew that a man like Graydon would be apt to strike at the weaker links in his opponent’s armour, and Patricia could be called the weak spot. Kidnapping was not only old-fashioned; it was frequently effective, and Burke didn’t intend to take any chances he could possibly avoid.

      Satisfied that things generally were under control, he led Miller downstairs again, and together they made their way towards Whitehall, by way of Scotland Yard.

      In the fifteen minutes which elapsed between the time when Sam Carter had assured himself that the two men were alive, and the time when the same two men had sat opposite each other, licking whisky from their lips, things had happened.

      Miller’s first move, after regaining consciousness, was to get in touch with the Yard, so that while waiting for Jim Burke, he knew the Yard was already busy. A general call was out for Graydon, solicitor, of 183g, Cannon Street and 14, Grove Street, Chelsea, and for his head clerk. Curson had a criminal record and, provided he was not using an assumed name, would be easy to trace at the Yard.

      Miller was anxious to find whether there had been any developments, but when they called at the Yard, he learned that there had not.

      “No news is good news,” quoted Burke, philosophically, as they proceeded on their way to Craigie’s office in Whitehall.

      Five minutes later, they were sitting opposite him.

      “One thing’s certain,’ Burke said, after they had exchanged greetings. “They were after me before they knew I was on the Fordham game. So whoever is working this stunt, knows me for what I am. Which means,” he added flatly, “that it’s one of our old friends.”

      Craigie nodded.

      He was smoking his meerschaum, and his hooded eyes were very alert. This affair had opened out with startling speed, and it wanted stopping quickly. The other side wasn’t wasting time, and it looked very much as if the murder of Fordham was a culminating point; that Graydon’s game was very nearly finished. It was certain that things had been happening underground. No whisper, beyond the affair of Richard Lavis, had reached the police or the Department. And that suggested in turn that whoever was running the affair knew his job, and knew what opposition to expect.

      When Burke had said ‘one of our old friends’ he meant of course one of those gentlemen who worked frequently against the Intelligence Service. There were necessarily many games (to use the Department’s vernacular) which ended inconclusively. The task of the Intelligence was never finished: something was always happening, from minor cases of espionage to big affairs when war and worse was in the balance. It seemed certain that whoever was backing Graydon had played these games long enough to learn the rules inside out.

      “So that’s a start,” said Burke, after a pause.

      Craigie’s grey eyes twinkled.

      “Let’s have it as you see it,” he invited.

      “Drat you,” said Burke, who always hated talking unless he was worked up, as he had been worked up at the fiat that afternoon. “All right—here goes.”

      He summarised the affair quickly.

      First, Lavis had been threatened; attempts had been made to frighten him off the board of Granton’s, and to kill him. This has seemed an isolated case until Fordham’s murder. It looked as if Fordham had been murdered to cancel out his vote against the Granton Company. Richard Lavis, whom Miller had seen that morning, certainly held that view. To back it up, there was the fact that Graydon was the secretary of the Granton concern.

      “He’s been practising for years,” Miller put in, at this juncture. “There’s never been a rumour against him, so far as I could find. He’s got a lot of big-name clients. According to Lavis, some of the company’s recent activities have been—well, pretty close to the wind. Graydon was called in to straighten things out—apparently there’s been a lot of legal complications.”

      “Why Graydon?” asked Burke.

      Miller shrugged.

      “I expect it’s because he’s always handled Sir Joseph Granton’s affairs. Granton was in difficulties, so he’d naturally call on Graydon.”

      “Why not the company’s regular solicitors?”

      “According to Lavis,” Miller reported, “the regular legal advisers went out of business over two years ago. Granton didn’t like their successors, so Graydon was called in.”

      “One thing’s fortunate,” said Craigie, his pipe drooping on his chest: “you know the Graydon-Granton end fairly well. We don’t have to waste a lot of time, digging into it.”

      The others nodded. It was fortunate in several ways that Miller had already been investigating the Granton Company’s directors and affairs. It helped them to get a better grasp on the situation.

      “Well,” Burke picked up the thread of his summary: “So much for the Lavis-Graydon-Granton angle. Next, we have Fordham’s position on the Company’s board, his murder, and John Brent’s. At first sight, there isn’t anything to connect them. Mary Brent tells us about the concession business. It looks on the surface as if Fordham and Brent were killed because Fordham took the oil concession from Rania. But why kill the chemist?”

      Neither of the others spoke.

      “I don’t know, either,” he went on, lighting a cigarette. “I can’t think Brent or Fordham were killed entirely because of the oil concession, although that might have something to do with it. In other words—I don’t think they were killed by anyone from Rania.”

      He drew thoughtfully on his cigarette.

      “Let’s assume, anyhow, that they weren’t. Now we can only theorise, and the obvious theory is that Fordham and Brent knew-something, perhaps connected with the concession, that was dangerous to the Graydon crowd. There’s one thing I know, to make me fairly sure of that—and incidentally sure that the murders aren’t just because of the concession. Mary Brent overheard her father and Fordham talking—she told me this to-day. She told me also that Brent had been worried since he returned from Rania—so seriously that he tried to bury himself in that Hampshire village. And Fordham said: ‘another couple of months and we’ll be out of the woods.’ That’s worth knowing.”

      Miller whistled softly and Craigie said:

      “It certainly is. She’s sure of the words?”

      “She seemed absolutely certain.”

      “So.” Craigie tapped the stem of his pipe against his teeth. “Fordham and Brent were both expecting trouble—and at that time thought it would last another two months. If the trouble was simply from some Ranian source, because of the concession, there’d have been no time limit.”

      Burke nodded as Miller grunted agreement.

      “That’s my view of it,” he said.

      “When did this conversation take place?” asked Craigie.

      “The Monday after Fordham returned from his honeymoon. I don’t know the date——”

      “Half a mo’,” Miller put in. “I remember the day he came back—we had to send a special force to Waterloo, to deal with the crowds. It was a Saturday—September the fourteenth.”

      It was indicative of the seriousness of the others that they made no humorous capital out of this feat of memory. Burke said quickly:

      “So Monday was the sixteenth. It’s now the thirtieth of October, which makes it just over six weeks since Fordham estimated two months to see the end of the show. If that’s a reliable basis, there’s at best a fortnight to run.”

      “It can only be approximate,” Craigie agreed. “But it’s certainly something to go on. Did you get anything else from Mary Brent?”

      “No. Nothing beyond the fact that she knew her father was worried, Fordham was worried, and she put it down to the concession. She doesn’t think much of the concession,” Burke added.

      “Nor did Staren of Rania,” said Craigie, drily. “And others I could name. Well?”

      Burke shrugged.

      “Well—we’ve been through the things that we know, or can reasonably assume. Now we’ve got to try and guess others. First—who is Graydon working for?”

      “I think—” began Miller.

      “Hold it a minute,” said Burke. “We can be pretty sure Graydon threatened young Lavis. Graydon ordered the murders of Fordham and Brent——”

      “That’s going too far,” the Superintendent broke in again.

      Burke looked at ‘Dusty’ Miller with eyebrows raised in obvious question.

      “You’ve nothing to go on—except suspicion—to suggest that Graydon knows anything about those murders.” Miller rarely granted a point unless he was sure he could offer no concrete argument against it. “It looks like it, I’ll grant you, but—”

      “Horace,” Jim Burke announced: “you’re deaf.”

      Miller went a dusky red.

      “Don’t fool,” he growled. “This is no time for acting the goat.”

      “Because,” Burke went on, unperturbed, “you missed an earful, at my flat—spoken by Graydon, bless him. You ought to write a book on Murderers Who Make Mistakes.” He grinned at Miller’s bafflement. “When did the Brent murder get into the papers?”

      “It hasn’t yet,” Miller said, impatiently. “You know it won’t get in before the six o’clock editions—it’s been kept pretty close.”

      “Exactly,” said Burke.

      Miller sat up with a jerk and went an even duskier red.

      “Darn it,” he grunted. “Sorry, Burke. Of course—Graydon said we might try to tie the murders of Fordham and Brent on him. And Brent! So he knew——”

      “What no honest citizen ought to,” Burke agreed. “So you’ll grant me the point that our little solicitor threatened Lavis and ordered the other two murders— which came off.”

      “Yes,” Miller conceded gracefully. “That’s good enough.”

      “For theory,” cautioned Craigie.

      “There spake the Scot,” Burke grinned. “Anyhow, we want to know who Graydon’s working for. The big shots or shot wouldn’t take such an active part as Graydon’s taken, so we know there’s someone behind him. Someone who knows me——”

      “Ah,” said Gordon Craigie.

      He took his pipe from his mouth and leaned forward, his hooded eyes gleaming.

      “That’s the first big puzzle, Jim—how do they know you? They’d guess the Department would take up the job, after Fordham’s death—but why start on you, first?”

      “Well?” prompted Burke, while Miller stared, suddenly alert.

      “But Jim,” said Craigie, “You told me why, this morning.”

      Burke looked very hard at his Chief, and thought very hard. But a full minute passed before he realised what Craigie meant. And then he swore.

      “What a ruddy fool I am! Of course—I told you I’d been in Rania—I know King Staren well enough. I have; I do. I was clearing up after the Krotz job, four months ago——”

      Miller snapped:

      “The same time as Fordham and Brent were there, on the oil concession?”

      “Just that.” Burke grimaced at his own obtuseness. “The Ranian Intelligence men knew me for an agent; that’s certain.”

      “They’d also know you’d be the first man called in for a big job like Fordham’s killing and its repercussions,” said Craigie. “It’s no use blinking facts. There’s a Ranian contact on this job, somewhere—and the Ranian Intelligence would know you’re the man to get rid of, if there’s a chance of trouble.”

      “Which brings us back to the oil concession,” grunted Burke. “Blast it.”

      “I suppose,” Miller suggested a little heavily, “Graydon couldn’t be working on two different jobs? The Granton affair and the concession business?”

      Burke grinned at Craigie.

      “Man,” he said, “give the policeman a drink.”

      “Don’t be funny,” Miller growled. “I don’t mean the two things aren’t connected. Even you,” he said witheringly, “can see that. But—who handled the legal angle of Fordham’s concession?”

      There was silence for a moment. And then Burke smiled.

      “Horace,” he said, “I’m sorry. Have two drinks!”
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      It took Craigie ten minutes on the telephone with Somerset House to confirm that Claude Marchbanks Graydon had acted as legal adviser to Arthur Fordham in the Ranian oil concession business. It took the three men another ten minutes to conclude a talk that was necessarily inconclusive, but which had cleared the air a great deal. In the course of it, they had discussed the possibility that a member of the Cropper-Gordon group was behind Graydon—at least where the effort to get control of Granton’s was concerned.

      There was one big argument against that; if Granton’s didn’t sell, they would go bankrupt. If they went bankrupt, it was almost certain that the Cropper-Gordon group would have the job of straightening out the mess. So the big group would get control, eventually. There seemed no reason why it should be in such a desperate hurry as to kill Fordham and try to kill Lavis in order to cancel out opposition from Granton’s.

      But it was admitted there might be some urgent reason, and Cropper-Gordons were, necessarily, suspect.

      Craigie telephoned Somerset House again, to discover that Graydon was in no way connected—from the records—with the big group, and to get a list of the directors. It proved comparatively small. Five men controlled the activities of the biggest colliery combine in England, and all of them were public figures: men who would be difficult to handle. Miller, for one, didn’t like the idea of trying to get information from them.

      “Don’t try,” Burke advised. “Leave it to us.”

      “I’m not shirking it,” grunted Miller.

      “It will be better for us to deal with them,” Craigie assured him. “If you dig into this man Curson’s past, and see if you can find anything from Graydon’s office or house, you’ll be pulling your weight I promise you!”

      Miller, well pleased, left almost immediately to set these tasks in train. Burke stayed behind for a few minutes.

      “The programme is?” his Chief asked. Craigie liked to let his men think they were not only working on, but controlling, an affair. Burke, who knew his methods, smiled as he rose to go.

      “Check up on these people,” he said, tapping the list of names and addresses of the Cropper-Gordon group. “See young Lavis, and have another shot at seeing Mrs. Fordham.”

      “Leave her till last,” suggested Craigie, and Burke nodded and went out.

      As he walked down Whitehall, he was conscious of the newsboys shouting, as they always shouted, and of the thousands of people scurrying to and fro. Jim Burke was one of those men who perpetually marvel at the insignificance of human units and the vastness of the universe; but he never allowed himself to try to probe the reason for it. His job was with the units. Any one of these men or women might, for all he knew, be watching and waiting for him, and ready to follow him.

      “And then again, they might not,” he told himself with a grin.

      He decided to buy a paper, just to check that nothing had yet reached the voracious press about the Brent murder. But as he walked towards a newsboy, he saw someone else—and he whistled.

      Some hours before, he had seen the man enter a train at Victoria, ostensibly on his way out of London. Why, then, was he walking along the pavement in Whitehall?

      The man was coming towards him. Burke bought his paper, and waited. The man came up, saw him, and stopped dead, obviously startled.

      “Why—why, it’s—you!” As he spoke, his confusion grew worse.

      “So you didn’t get back to Hampshire?” Burke grinned. “Couldn’t keep away, eh?”

      The smile on the face of Mr. Tommy Wigham was decidedly sheepish.

      “N—not for the life of me,” he said. “So darned sorry for that p—poor kid. It’s the devil—it really is!”

      Burke nodded, amused. Doctor’s orders (or what Wigham thought were doctor’s orders) had not stopped him from hoping to see Mary Brent.

      “H—how is she?” he demanded, automatically falling into step with Burke as they strolled on towards Parliament Square. “She—she’s still at the hotel?”

      “Gone to a nursing home,” Burke told him straight-faced. “The doctor thought it best”

      Tommy Wigham stopped short, half-way across Whitehall, and grasped the big man’s arm. His eyes glittered angrily.

      “B—b—but look here! Mary’s all right, isn’t she— isn’t she? Not ill?”

      “Wigham,” Burke removed his hand with a jerk: “Don’t be a damned fool! If you must get cross, get cross on the pavement. Move, man.”

      Tommy Wigham moved. By the time they reached the pavement he had quietened down a little but still regarded Burke suspiciously. The big man sighed.

      “She’s all right,” he said. “But she’s had a hell of a shock. Don’t try to worry her for a while.”

      “W—what nursing home did she go to?”

      “Somewhere in Surrey.”

      For some reason, Tommy Wigham made no further protest. He might well have argued that there was no need for her to go to Surrey. But he seemed to accept the statement as a final blow, and to give up hope of seeing her until she had recovered.

      “Oh,” he said, unhappily. “I see. W-well—I suppose I shall be hearing from her.”

      “I daresay,” said Burke, perfunctorily.

      Tommy Wigham sniffed.

      “All the s-same,” he protested, with a brief return of his bellicosity, “I don’t think it’s right. I-I’m her friend, damn it, and y-you’re only a r-ruddy policeman!”

      Burke grinned.

      “Not to worry—the police,” he said tritely, “are always good friends to good people.”

      Tommy Wigham still looked suspicious. “When will y-you see her again?”

      “I’ve no idea. But if you care to telephone me in a couple of days, I’ll let you have any news there is.”

      Wigham was as suddenly cheerful as he had been suddenly suspicious. “That’s d–darned d–decent of you! What’s the number?”

      “Piccadilly 81812—and the name’s Burke.”

      “Th–thanks.” Tommy Wigham was beaming, now. “I–I’ll ring you the day after to-morrow. Now I’d better g-get back.”

      “Don’t change your mind this time,” suggested Burke.

      “No. N–no, certainly not. Couldn’t help it, before. Well—cheerio. Thanks a lot!”

      He made a right-about-turn and dived back across the road, apparently heading for Westminster Underground Station. Burke grinned as he watched him go. He saw Tommy’s flaming red hair easily—and he also saw the short, well-dressed and very ugly man who turned in the wake of Mary Brent’s anxious friend.

      Burke stared after them both for a moment, then opened his paper. For the second time that day he had a shock from the headlines, although this time he was taken completely unawares.

      Even now, he could not be sure there was anything in it. But it looked bad—or good—according to the angle from which he viewed the situation. For the headline read:

      

      
        
        “MINERS THREATEN TO STRIKE”

      

      

      

      Beneath it, in slightly smaller type, ran the words:

      

      
        
        “Sequel to Dispute at Granton Collieries”

      

      

      

      “Now if that isn’t strange,” said James William Burke to himself, “I’d like to know what is.”

      And folding the paper, he tucked it under his arm and went on his way.

      

      Several other things happened that day; some of which Burke knew, some of which he learned later. Among them, Patricia Carris, Mary Brent and their bodyguard—according to Patricia—reached the Surrey cottage safely, suffering no interference and seeing no-one suspicious—although Timothy Arran was a notoriously suspicious man. Martha Dale had apparently taken the situation in her stride and was bustling about, preparing the spare rooms: luckily, there were two.

      Patricia, being Patricia, had elected to sleep in the same room as a too bright-eyed Mary Brent, who was obviously verging on a nervous breakdown. Both Carruthers and Arran were as concerned as Patricia for the girl, and sorry for her. Both men were wondering, too, whether—and when and how—anything would happen. Carruthers was hopeful that it would. His declaration of this hope kindled minor hostilities between himself and Timothy, who was all for trouble, but not at Byways.

      Forty miles away, more or less, other people were reacting in different ways to the Fordham murder.

      Sir Joseph Granton was rehearsing the speech he would make at the next board meeting, due to take place in seven days’ time. He was a little annoyed because he could not get in touch with the company’s temporary secretary and solicitor, but he did not think the delay would last longer than twenty-four hours.

      The tragedy apart, Sir Joseph considered the situation to be very satisfactory. He said so, aloud, to his valet.

      “The only possible trouble now, Gulliver,” he announced, “is young Lavis. What a trial these young people are! Obstinacy, Gulliver, is the servant of the devil.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Gulliver. “You’re dining in to-night, sir, or—?”

      “Yes, yes. No-one is coming?”

      “Not to my knowledge, sir.”

      “Good. Good.” Sir Joseph beamed absently, and began to think about young Lavis again. A widower of seven years standing, he had little to think about but his business which, as he had always proudly proclaimed, was also his hobby. It wasn’t until four o’clock that afternoon that Sir Joseph was informed by telephone of the ugly turn of events at the Granton mines.

      And then he ceased to be cheerful.

      “Stop it,” he snapped into the telephone. The manager of the South Wales colliery was speaking to him, and for thirty years Sir Joseph had given the manager orders without troubling to consider whether they could be obeyed. “There must be no strike, Pickering—that’s imperative! It would ruin everything!”

      “But we can’t agree to their terms,” said Pickering, reasonably. “That is, not if we follow the company’s policy, Sir Joseph. And the company’s policy is a common one with other owners. I assure you the situation is serious.”

      “Stop the strike!” snapped Sir Joseph. “Good God, Pickering, you know what it means! We can’t have trouble until the deal with Cropper-Gordon’s goes through. We can’t, I tell you!”

      At the other end of the line, Pickering scowled.

      “I’ll do what I can,” he said.

      “Hold it over for ten days—a fortnight,” snapped Granton. “Ten days for certain. Promise anything you like—but stop that strike!”

      Pickering, whose sympathies were not all with the owners, was tempted to reply to that effect. He conquered the temptation, and grunted non-committally. Granton, meanwhile, had cooled down a little. He was seated in his favourite armchair in the study of his Hampstead house, and fingered his beard restlessly. He looked a worried, anxious yet arrogant old man—all of which he was.

      “Are you still there, Pickering?” he demanded.

      “Yes,” said the manager, shortly. That order to ‘promise anything’ had not made him pleased with life, or with Sir Joseph.

      “Good. Well, what’s caused this threat, man? You’re manager, aren’t you? You ought to have stifled it at birth.”

      “If I’d been in the room with him, instead of at the end of a telephone,” Pickering was to say, afterwards, “I think I’d have strangled the old devil.” At the time, he said: “It’s the old trouble, sir—wages and hours.”

      “Pah!” snapped Granton. “Those damned agitators, I’ll warrant. It’s always the same. Some madman stirs up the trouble and I—I have to face it. Now listen, Pickering—”

      Pickering listened. But, he was silently wondering whether he dared take a big step and let the owner meet the trouble. Pickering himself had been facing trouble for so many years, as well as taking orders from London that did little but irritate him and the men. The thought of Granton himself dealing with the masses and the men’s representatives gave him a bitter pleasure.

      “Listen, Pickering.” Granton emphasised each word: “We—can’t—have—any—strikes—for—at—least—ten—days. Is that clear? Do anything to stop it—anything!”

      “I’ll do what I can,” said Pickering, bleakly. “When shall I ring you again?”

      “When it’s settled,” snapped Granton.

      For the first time in his life, Pickering hung up first. Never before had he been so close to speaking his mind. Granton hardly noticed. He pushed the telephone away from him and stared blankly at the oak paneling of the walls.

      “This will finish me,” he muttered. “Cropper-Gordon’s won’t stick to their offer—they’ll cut it. Oh—damn! Damn!”

      

      Richard Lavis was feeling better that afternoon.

      His interview with Superintendent Miller had given him confidence. His old obstinacy was returning—he was damned if he would change his colours. And now his decision was strengthened by reason. There was something big behind this effort to frighten him. There was a game going on that suggested intrigue of which he had no knowledge. Oh, he’d guessed that before, but it hadn’t been so obvious.

      Lavis’s pale face was set; his expression would have reminded Jim Burke of Tommy Wigham’s.

      “I’ll see it out,” he muttered, now. “Damn it, I’ve got police protection—everything I want. I’ll fight ’em!”

      He didn’t know who they were, but the words made him feel better. He was still at his Hampstead home—a mile away from Sir Joseph Granton, as he knew—and Miller had warned him not to go out that day. The plainclothes men on guard had been doubled, and the footman who had recently been installed at the house was now reinforced by a plainclothes detective who made no bones about his real identity. The maids—especially the maid who had taken Dick Lavis his breakfast that morning—were pleasurably excited. The only manservant, hitherto, had been an elderly and disapproving butler whose views on modern femininity were bluntly uncompromising and unsympathetic.

      At about five o’clock, when Lavis was in an upstairs room trying to interest himself in a cross-word puzzle, the telephone rang. The sound sent a nervous shock right through him. Was it—news? The only news he wanted to hear was from Miller, and he recognised the Super’s gruff voice with real relief.

      “Yes,” he said, eagerly. “Lavis speaking...”

      “Mr Lavis,” Miller told him, “you will get a call from a Mr Burke, sometime this evening. You’ll have no trouble in recognising him—he’s a man about my size. The guards will know him at all events, so they’ll admit him to the house.”

      “Yes.” Lavis didn’t know whether to be disappointed because this was not definite news, or pleased because it was obviously another step in the investigations of the threats and attempts to kill him.

      “Answer his questions,” Miller told him. “Whatever they are—you can trust Burke implicitly. But I thought I’d warn you he was coming. Good-bye.”

      “Good-bye.” Lavis replaced the receiver, hesitated a moment, then strode to a small table which held whisky and glasses. He had picked up the decanter and the whisky was actually gurgling into the glass when he stopped and said a sudden: “Damn!”

      He glared from the glass to the decanter. Suddenly, he grinned.

      “Blast the stuff,” he announced. “I’m damned if I’ll let them get me down!”

      He set the glass down, took a cigarette from his case and crossed to the window, to gaze at the distant heath.

      He didn’t hear the car coming: he was too full of his decision to cut out drink. He was still grinning at himself when the car passed. Something attracted his gaze and he stared down—to see a single spurt of flame stab out, as if from the car itself; and then something bit into his chest. He staggered, and went pale. For a moment he felt no pain, but he knew what had happened—

      His right hand sought his chest. Blood oozed on to his fingers; wet, warm. His face drained of colour as, with a little gasp of dread, he staggered towards the bell-push by the door. He pressed it, and leaned against the wall for a moment. Then with a queer, choking sob, he reeled towards the small table and picked up the whisky decanter, staring oddly at the blurred red marks his fingers left on the glass.

      And there was the man named Curson.

      Curson had sat between Graydon and the American gunman during the journey in the cab from Brook Street. No word had been spoken. Curson was too scared to speak.

      He guessed what would happen, and he was terribly afraid.

      Graydon’s face was no longer genial; it was twisted in fury. The American showed nothing at all; he never did. He didn’t alter his expression even when he shot to kill.

      Somehow Curson managed to keep his teeth from chattering, and his hands still. The cab went by the shortest route to a house in Regent’s Park. It stopped outside, and Graydon spoke.

      “Get out,” he snapped.

      Curson shivered as he obeyed, although the autumn air was warm. With Graydon and the gunman behind him, he walked the drive to the house. The gravel crunched beneath his feet, and to Curson there was a dreadful significance in the sound.

      This was his last walk.

      He knew it. He felt it. Death was beckoning him.

      The sun was still in the heavens, the sky was cloudless, the leaves of the trees rustled in the lightest of breezes.

      Nature was mocking him——

      Shadows materialised out of the bright light of day for the man named Curson. Filled with dread—knowing of the gun under the American’s coat, knowing what was going to happen—he approached the house. A single shout then, might have saved him. They dared do nothing in the open...

      Curson didn’t shout.

      His face was deathly white as he mounted the steps to the front door. He saw the door open, saw the butler—tall, dark, silent—stand to one side. For a second, he hesitated.

      Graydon poked him in the ribs.

      “Get in,” he snapped.

      Curson went in.....

      Terror reared up inside him, now, and on the threshold of the house he half-turned and a scream rose to his lips. In a flash, the butler moved. A hand closed over his mouth, forcing the cry back. He was half-pushed, half-lifted, into the hall. Then the door banged.

      “So you’d talk, would you?” Graydon snarled. “You hadn’t the guts to keep a still tongue, hadn’t you? You know what happens to men who rat on me, Curson—!”

      Curson’s eyes glared with madness. In a frenzy of terror he fought against the butler’s grip; but he couldn’t get a word out, he couldn’t get away.

      “Hit him,” Graydon ordered.

      The butler’s grip relaxed, but Curson was breathless; he couldn’t find his voice. As he staggered away, the butler cracked a clenched right fist on his chin. Even as he cried out, a second punch floored him. He lay there, grovelling, gibbering.....

      “Drop him,” said Graydon.

      The American, unimpeded by the big gun under his coat, dipped his right hand into his pocket and brought out an automatic. Without a word, he touched the trigger. Flame stabbed out and bullets bit into Curson’s chest—once, twice, thrice!

      Curson didn’t cry out; the death rattle came, and he went suddenly very still.

      “Get rid of him,” said Graydon, coldly.

      Without a glance at the American or the butler, he walked towards the staircase and began to mount it. Not until he reached the top step, did he speak. Then:

      “We’ve got to be out of here, in one hour,” he told them. “Everything—and everybody—that matters.”

      Without waiting for a reply, he strode on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          
            INCLUDING A NURSING HOME

          

        

      

    

    
      Patricia Carris laughed into the face of the big man, and told him he was an idiot.

      “If Mary’s here,” she said, “we’re in it. And in for a penny, in for a pound.”

      Burke grimaced.

      “I still don’t like it.”

      “Jim, you must listen to reason. We have the room down here, and since we have your friends, anyway, they might as well have something to do. Let young Lavis come. Martha’s a trained nurse and I can look after Mary Brent, now that the funeral is over—and you’ll have nothing to worry about.”

      “You, being nothing,” said Burke.

      “Don’t be obstinate. You know if you’d any sound reason against it, you’d have quashed it right away. Wouldn’t you?”

      “So your safety isn’t a good reason?”

      “Jim, I’ll brain you!”

      “At the rate I’m progressing with this job,” growled Burke, “I’m beginning to wonder whether I’ve got any brains.”

      “At last!” crowed the very ugly gentleman who was sprawling in an armchair by the window. Until that moment, he had appeared to be asleep. But Toby Arran, brother of Tim, was never asleep when there was a chance to dig at Jim Burke.

      “It’s awake,” grinned Burke. “We shan’t have any peace now, so we’ll have to make up our minds.”

      “Mine’s made up,” said Patricia firmly.

      But Burke still hesitated.

      Three days had passed since he had first learned of the Fordham-Brent mysteries and he was gloomy now because he had learned little else. The motives were still hidden. Among other things, Graydon had completely disappeared, and Curson was also missing—Burke suspected he was dead. The car from which Dick Lavis had been shot had not been traced, although three policemen had seen it and noted its number—a false one, as it proved.

      On the morning after the shooting, a letter had been delivered to the Lavis house, containing the threat familiar to him and to Superintendent Miller—and because of his wound, Miller had made sure that Lavis hadn’t seen it, that time.

      At no time had he been critically ill, but that chest injury was no joke. Now, he was well enough to be moved and Burke had voiced, in Patricia’s hearing, a wish that he could be somewhere out of London, yet under the Department’s watchful eye. Patricia immediately suggested Byways—and he did admit, to himself, that she was being both helpful and sensible.

      So long as Mary Brent was at the cottage, and until the murders had been cleared up, there would be Department Z men both at and near Byways. Patricia reasoned that not only would the place be safe against anything short of an air or mass machine-gun attack, but that Burke could be absolutely sure there was no chance of Lavis being ‘got at’.

      Burke’s big objection to the suggestion was a simple one. He had no proof that Mary Brent was in danger, now her father was dead. He had ample proof that Lavis was in danger. Therefore, to have Lavis at the cottage was inviting trouble. On the other hand, it could be reasonably assumed that trouble would be capably handled.

      He decided at last, and smiled at Patricia.

      “All right: I’ll have Lavis sent down here.”

      “Let’s have a drink on that, before he changes his mind,” said Toby Arran, brightly. “Martha? Mar-tha!”

      “It’s still awake,” said Jim Burke.

      Undeniably one of the ugliest men in London (when he was in London) the pugnacious Tobias Arran was surprisingly enough one of the very best-dressed. Equally noteworthy was his habit of speech: he talked, Burke said, like a badly-oiled machine-gun. Nevertheless it was generally admitted that for an ugly man, Toby Arran had a way with the women. He was, however, still a bachelor.

      He was also a keen and able member of Department Z, as was his brother.

      Timothy Arran and Bob Carruthers still constituted the defending force of Byways. Both continued to bemoan the fact that they were not more exhilaratingly employed, even when Burke pointed out no one else was doing much.

      On the surface, things were dull.

      With Graydon’s disappearance, indeed, they were at a standstill. The solicitor was now officially wanted on suspicion of murder, and his portrait was in most newspapers most days. Yet nothing had developed. The inquests on both Fordham and Brent had been held, and the verdicts were identical—murder by some person or persons unknown.

      On the afternoon of that third day, when he and Toby Arran drove back to London from Byways in his Talbot, Burke had plenty to think about.

      Firstly, he now knew that Granton’s, a private company, could not sell out to Cropper-Gordon’s without the unanimous vote of the directors. Which suggested Graydon had not yet succeeded in achieving his object: Lavis’s vote was still wanted. Second, he had had the five directors of the bigger group—Cropper-Gordon’s—watched, and questioned. But as each had pointed out, the inevitability of the big group’s control of Granton’s was a fact: they obviously had no motive for trying to hasten it. On the contrary, they had good reason for delaying it. The labour unrest at Granton’s collieries was temporarily quiescent, but still threatened to cause grave trouble at any moment. If that developed, then Cropper-Gordon’s could withdraw their original offer for the company and subsequently make another, smaller one.

      Burke himself had interviewed two gentlemen, Sir Marcus O’Ray and Colonel Morton Drake. The colonel had been almost too typically military. The knight had been a business man to the core. Burke was too experienced to reject a suspect because he had a first-class army record, came of a good family and had been amply provided all his life with this world’s goods. He was also too experienced to misjudge a man completely. And while he did not cross O’Ray off his list of possibles, he did erase the colonel’s name—while at the same time arranging a Department ‘shadow’ to keep the colonel under constant surveillance.

      But it was O’Ray who interested Burke.

      Marcus O’Ray was a distinguished-looking man. Tall, well-dressed, with silvering hair and rather fresh complexion, he looked pleasant and certainly proved courteous. His manner was temperate and unforced. The task of controlling the Cropper-Gordon group of colliery companies meant fifty-odd million pounds’ worth of responsibility on his shoulders; but he looked perfectly capable of handling that responsibility.

      His offices in Throgmorton Street, two hundred yards from the older and dingier offices of the Granton Company, were a model of stream-lined efficiency combined with comfort. Despite an open window, in his own deeply-carpeted, elegantly spacious office on the fifth floor, the hum of traffic from the street below hardly penetrated.

      The smile with which he greeted Burke was a mellow one; Sir Marcus was a mellow man. He offered a chair, cigars and himself for interrogation when he learned that Burke was on police business.

      Whenever he wanted to make official enquiries, Burke took on himself the identity of a Special Branch man from the Yard. This achieved the required co-operation without revealing the true level of interest behind the enquiries.

      Now, as he introduced the subject, Sir Marcus stopped smiling.

      “Ah! The Fordham business, eh? A shocking affair, Mr Burke. I knew Fordham well. I liked him.”

      “He seems to have been generally popular,” said Burke. “You know, Sir Marcus, that he was fighting you?”

      Sir Marcus smiled again.

      “Yes, and in more than one way, Mr Burke. Fordham and I were frequently after the same thing; more often than not, he won. But lately—perhaps I should say from the time he started to try and save Granton’s—he hasn’t been so successful.”

      “Do you think he had any chance of saving Granton’s?”

      “Arthur Fordham was capable of saving anything. I might tell you, Burke, that Fordham’s opposition to our purchase of the Granton Company only made us more eager. Because if Fordham saw something worth saving, it was well worth our trying to get.”

      “Thank you,” said Burke. Throughout the interview, he presented a wooden-faced lack of humour: the watchful plainclothes policeman to perfection. “I suppose, Sir Marcus, you have no ideas of your own about the—er—tragedy?”

      Sir Marcus looked thoughtful.

      “Theories are dangerous,” he demurred. “But—well Fordham was playing with fire, earlier in the year.”

      “You mean the Ranian concession?”

      “Just that. It was an affair that almost shouted trouble—I may say I think Fordham realised it, but took the chance. Fordham was, if anything, too much of a gambler.”

      “I wonder if you could enlarge on that?” asked Burke

      Sir Marcus contemplated the half-inch of white ash on the end of his cigar.

      “I’m only too anxious to assist you,” he said slowly. “But I cannot feel you need a great deal of help in this direction, Mr Burke. I have the highest opinion of the police. I think they must realise the connection between Fordham’s death and the Ranian oil concession.”

      That, thought Burke, was beautifully ambiguous. He said:

      “Why would you, Sir Marcus, have hesitated to touch the Ranian concession? It’s a big one, I believe, covering the export of ten million gallons of oil yearly.”

      Sir Marcus looked amused.

      “First, because I’m not interested in oil. Secondly, because I have a strong distrust of Ranian methods. The Government is not above double-dealing; few countries or companies will give Rania credit—and I have always played for safety. In other words, Mr Burke, the Ranian oil concession represented a gamble, and there is no room for gambling in my operations.”

      It was a sweeping statement, and an authoritative one. It also told Jim Burke that Ranian business principles were such that the murders might easily be ascribed to representatives of Rania.

      “I see.” He paused, then: “Did you ever have reason to believe that Mr Fordham thought he was in danger?”

      “None at all.”

      “Or that he regretted his Ranian activities?”

      “Again—none at all.”

      “I suppose you met Mr Fordham several times after his return from Rania? And perhaps—Mrs Fordham?”

      “Yes, yes, indeed. I met him several times, and Mrs. Fordham twice. Fordham himself appeared in the best of health and spirits. His wife was—you will forgive the expression—nothing short of radiant.”

      Sir Marcus was obviously a man who said what he had to say, emphatically—but only when he wanted to. Burke came away from that interview very thoughtfully.

      He was thinking of Sir Marcus again as he drove Toby Arran back to London from Byways. Toby had been busy all night, and needed to get some sleep. Burke deposited him at his flat, spent half an hour at his own place, and then went out to make the one call which, till now, had evaded him.

      He had not yet seen Katrina Fordham.

      For two days following her husband’s murder, she had been forbidden visitors. She had not attended the inquest, but she had been at the funeral that morning. Despite her pallor, her loveliness had been in startling contrast to the severity of her mourning.

      Burke had been there. Now, he would meet her. So far, she had been very little bothered by the police. Servants and friends had been able to testify as to Fordham’s health and spirits before his death, and it had not been considered wise to question her. But it had to be done.

      Burke wasn’t looking forward to his task. He walked to Number 17, Brake Street: Mrs Katrina Fordham had elected to stay at the flat where her husband had been murdered. Burke had long since learned that the ways of woman are strange, but this really surprised him....

      Fordham’s flat was a sumptuous one, comprising two floors of a very spaciously-designed, neo-Georgian block. The ultra-modern decor did not appeal to Burke, whose taste leaned towards British oak and comfort.

      The flat lacked atmosphere, warmth. Burke waited in a room which was carpeted and furnished throughout in the same neutral shade: a sort of sandy-beige. It depressed him. He felt dulled by it. He wondered if the dulling effect was deliberately contrived—to throw into sharper relief the vibrant beauty of Katrina Fordham, Princess of Rania.

      He did not hear the door open. He was leaning back in a chair, his eyes closed, when her voice came softly across the silence:

      “You are Mr Burke?”

      Burke opened his eyes. Rising, he went towards her digesting with one swift but well-trained glance, every detail of her appearance and demeanour.

      She was not in black, her gown being of some soft, gold material. Her expression was a mixture of stoicism and indifference; but her lips were set, and her eyes deeply shadowed. In some strange way, her pallor seemed more noticeable against the gold than it had against the black, that morning; and it was further emphasised by the dark hair braided and coiled about her head.

      She seemed to Burke to be bereft of animation: even her voice was lifeless.

      “Yes,” he told her and smiled apologetically. “You know why I have come, Mrs. Fordham? I did telephone this afternoon.”

      “I know.” She spoke slowly, almost as if reciting words learned off by heart: “You will please be seated, Mr Burke. You may ask me whatever questions you like.”

      “Thank you.” Burke waited for her to take a seat, before resuming his own. He told himself that her listlessness was only to be expected, but in his heart of hearts he could not reconcile himself to it. She hadn’t been like this at the funeral. Then, she had seemed human. She didn’t, now.

      She gestured, wanly.

      “Please go on.”

      Burke adopted his woodenly-earnest manner: “Thank you. Now, can you tell me, Mrs. Fordham, whether your husband was expecting any attack on his life, during the past months?”

      “I do not think so.”

      “You saw no signs of—anxiety?”

      “None.”

      “Were there any incidents, while Mr Fordham was in Rania, in any way similar to the attack the other night?”

      “No.”

      She spoke in flawless English, but her voice, her eyes, her face, were utterly without expression. She sat absolutely still, staring at Burke. It was like talking to a statue.

      Burke tried again—bluntly, almost brutally.

      “Can you give me any idea, Mrs Fordham, why your husband was killed?”

      He meant to pierce the mask of lifelessness that fitted her with such unnerving grimness. He needed to see her alive.

      He failed. But he had one of the biggest shocks of his life, when she answered—slowly, tonelessly, but with a wealth of meaning in her words:

      “Yes,” she said. “He was killed because he married me.”
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      Jim Burke was an expert at repressing his feelings, and was glad of the fact, in that moment. Quietly, smoothly, even as the shock still coursed through him, he prompted:

      “Do you know who killed him?”

      Katrina, Princess of Rania, altered her expression for the first time in that strange interview. She smiled.

      “I would not tell you, Mr Burke, if I did. I have surely told you enough. Perhaps more than enough.”

      Burke was a man of quick decisions, and he made one then.

      He rose at once, and bowed.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Fordham. There’s no need for me to worry you any more—tonight.”

      “I am glad.” Katrina rose, too. There was a clock-work smoothness about her movements as she crossed the room and pressed a bell-push.

      As the door was opened by a maid, Katrina said:

      “Goodnight, Mr Burke.”

      Before he could respond, she had gone. The hall into which he stepped was coloured a greyish-blue, and struck him as even colder than the other room. The place, he thought, was like a morgue.

      The maid had picked up his hat and was waiting by the front door. Before he reached it, he glanced into the room next to the one he had just left. It was there, he knew, that Fordham had been killed. The police had been over it with a fine-tooth comb.

      “Goodnight, sir,” said the maid, handing him his hat.

      “Goodnight.” Burke hesitated a moment. “Have you been here long?”

      He hardly knew why he asked the question, beyond a vague awareness that he would only have been truly satisfied that nothing had been missed in the interrogation of the Fordham servants, had he conducted it himself.

      “No, sir. I only came yesterday.”

      Burke looked at her. He smiled, and when Burke smiled, it broke down barriers of reserve in a remarkable way.

      “Did you, indeed? It must be quite a job getting used to the other servants, isn’t it?”

      The girl tittered.

      “Well, sir, seeing we’re all new—”

      “Good Lord,” thought Burke: “All new!” Aloud: “That’s unusual, isn’t it?”

      He smiled again—a genial giant of a man, rock-solid, friendly, safe. Belowstairs’ etiquette was swamped by desire to please—and the nervousness born of living in a flat where, three days before, murder had been done.

      “Yes, sir, I suppose it is,” she babbled. “But—well, I mean, you can quite understand Mrs. Fordham not wanting the old servants, can’t you. I’m sure if I—”

      She broke off suddenly as a soft-toned bell rang out above her head. The front door, Burke guessed, and moved towards it.

      “Who engaged you?” he asked casually.

      “The secretary, sir—he’s the same. Mr Broomfield—”

      “Thanks,” said Burke, and opened the door.

      And then he stared at the man outside, while the man outside stared back. They were absolutely silent for several seconds. It was Sir Marcus O’Ray who spoke first.

      “You’re working late, Mr Burke.”

      Burke laughed, with the portentous humour of an unimaginative man.

      “Well, Sir Marcus, work’s work, and there’s no sleeping on murders. Not that the job’s to my liking,” he said, with a grimace. “And I don’t envy you, sir.”

      “Why me?” asked O’Ray, with his mellow smile.

      Burke looked a little uncomfortable.

      “Well—you can’t very well not call, can you? But Mrs Fordham’s taking it hard, which is only to be expected.”

      “I’m afraid so,” said Sir Marcus. “Well—goodnight.”

      “Goodnight,” said James William Burke.

      O’Ray went in and the door closed. Burke walked from the flat, very thoughtfully. He hoped he had convinced O’Ray that he believed he had called to pay his respects to the widow as a member of the Special Branch might be expected to believe.

      But....

      Had O’Ray really been fooled? And why had he really called?

      It was certainly worth following up, Burke decided. O’Ray and Fordham had been business rivals: had they, in fact, been friends? O’Ray had said he had met Mrs Fordham only twice. Was that really a strong enough reason for the call?

      It was a complication, and Burke liked complications. They had to be unravelled, and in the unravelling, strange facts were frequently disclosed. Well—O’Ray would have to be watched, carefully, for some time to come.

      “And I think,” Burke told himself, “that I’ll watch him myself. After to-night. To-night, I’ve a job for Dusty, and he won’t like it a bit.”

      Before telephoning Superintendent Miller, he had a word with the chauffeur of a car waiting outside Number 25, Brake Street, three doors from the Fordham flat. The chauffeur had been there for nearly two hours. When he went, another chauffeur in another car would wait outside Number 18, opposite the Fordham flat. That would happen throughout the night, and the following day—in fact, until the affair was finished.

      The chauffeurs were Department men, and they were watching Number 17, Brake Street. The young man to whom Burke spoke was half-hidden by his coat collar and peaked cap. No-one would have recognised him as Dodo Trale, an old friend of Burke’s and Craigie’s.

      “Sir Marcus O’Ray’s just gone in,” Burke told him.

      “Is this information?” Dodo was peeved because he disliked sitting still. “Or confirmation? Or do you think I’m blind?”

      Burke grinned, fleetingly.

      “Who’s on this job with you?”

      “Wally,” said Dodo, referring to a certain Wally Davidson, of whom many will know. “He’ll come if he sees me take my hat off.”

      “Tell him to follow O’Ray.”

      “Of course,” groused Dodo, “he would get the jam. I’ve been stuck here for a couple of hours doing nothing but—”

      “Thinking about the job, I hope.” Burke grinned again. “You follow Katrina Fordham, if she comes out.”

      “Oh!” said Dodo. “Ah! Good man, Jim.”

      “Goodnight,” said Jim Burke, and passed on.

      Superintendent Horace Miller had a small house in Chelsea, and when he reached it, after his day’s labours, he disliked leaving it. But as usual, he allowed Burke to drag him out—under protest.

      It was eight o’clock when they reached Scotland Yard. Miller got busy at once.

      “Although I think it’s a crazy idea,” he said, flatly.

      Burke grinned. He wanted the private addresses, where possible, of the partners and principals of Staff Registry Offices in the West End area. The records that a thoughtful police system keeps of all who are known to deal in the employment of servants, proved very useful. As Miller called out a name and private address, Burke checked through the telephone directory, noted the number, and put through a call. At the end of the ninth effort, four principals had been out, two had been bad-tempered, and three had been anxious but unhelpful.

      “I tell you it’s madness,” growled Miller.

      “Supposing Mrs Fordham has taken on a complete new set of servants? I can’t see that it’s so urgent that it can’t hold over till to-morrow.”

      “That’s where we differ,” grinned Burke. “Next, please.”

      Miller returned with martyred patience to the files. “Try Prettle, 13, Friday Street, Edgware Road,” he said, after a pause.

      “Friday the thirteenth,” murmured Burke. “Hardly the luckiest of addresses. “Let’s see—Prettam ... Prettes ... Prettle, 13, Friday Street. Paddington 03219.”

      He put in the call. “Hallo—Mr Prettle?”

      The man at the other end of the wire admitted it.

      “Scotland Yard speaking,” said Burke.

      “One moment, please.”

      Grinning unrepentantly, he handed the instrument to Miller, who took it with bad grace. But after the second question, his expression changed.

      “You did? You dealt with a Mr Broomfield?”

      Mr Prettle had dealt with Katrina Fordham’s secretary. He had engaged a new staff for the Fordham menage: a butler, cook and maid, to sleep in, and three daily maids. He had understood from Mr Broomfield that Mrs. Fordham was nervous, for fear any of the servants at the flat had been connected with her husband’s murder.

      Miller asked Mr Prettle whether he could thoroughly recommend all the new servants, and after warning him to say nothing of the inquiry, rang off.

      “Can he thoroughly recommend ’em?” asked Burke.

      “He says so.” Miller smiled, all bad humour gone from him. “Sorry, Burke—”

      Burke waved the apology away.

      “The big thing is—did she order that wholesale change of servants herself? Or did Mr Broomfield? What we need, old son, is motive. Was she afraid of the servants?”

      “She’d no reason to be,” grunted Miller. “They were all checked, of course. Three of the old ones had alibis, and the others—two girls—say they were at the pictures together. Fordham sent them out, and he also sent Broomfield out. He was expecting a visitor—but we know that.”

      “Have you seen Broomfield?”

      “No. Rogerson’s been handling the Fordham job; I’ve been on the Lavis angle.”

      “I think,” said Jim Burke, thoughtfully, “I’d like to see Broomfield. Rig something up, will you—preferably here, tomorrow morning?”

      From Scotland Yard, Burke went direct to Craigie’s office.

      He gave Craigie a résumé of the affair, as he saw it, and finished by speaking of the sweeping change of servants at the Fordham menage. And:

      “I didn’t like Katrina’s manner to-night,” he added.

      Craigie was sitting by the fire. Fondling the bowl of his meerschaum, he queried:

      “You think she’s—drugged?”

      Burke shook his head.

      “No. I think she’s—afraid. Yet she didn’t seem to be, at the funeral this morning.”

      “Someone’s getting at her?” Craigie suggested.

      “I think so. And she believes it’s someone from Rania. But if it’s a Ranian job, why was Fordham so sure, when he talked to Brent, that it would be over in a couple of months?”

      “If it’s Ranian, why the trouble with Granton Collieries?”

      Burke dropped into a chair and lit a cigarette.

      “The answer,” he said heavily, “is that it’s Granton and Rania. And perhaps Cropper-Gordon. O’Ray doesn’t fit in anywhere, yet, but he’s capable of backing a stunt like this.”

      “And he’s been fighting Fordham for years,” Craigie supplied.

      “Yes ... But there’s a link missing in the connection between the Colliery Company and the Ranian concession. Still, we can be pretty sure that whoever killed Fordham and Brent is also behind the Granton trouble. So I’ll concentrate on that.”

      “You mean you’ll go to Wales?”

      “Yes—tomorrow, first thing.”

      “Not a bad idea,” said Craigie. He glanced at his watch. “With a bit of luck, we could have some news from the Continent, before you go.”

      Burke nodded. Craigie had investigations being made in Rania into the circumstances of the oil concession. So far Burke knew, it had not been easy. Fordham had worked in the dark. He had been granted the concession, and it had been ratified by the Ranian Government: The terms and conditions had been an amazingly well-kept secret.

      They could well offer some explanation or at least, Craigie hoped, give some kind of lead....

      It was nearly ten o’clock when the telephone rang. Few calls came through at that time unless they were urgent, and Craigie answered at once.

      “Yes ... who? ... where? Right—hold on, a moment.”

      “It’s Davidson,” he told Burke. “He’s followed O’Ray and another man from Brake Street. The other man looks like Broomfield.”

      Burke thought quickly.

      “Tell him to leave O’Ray, and stick to Broomfield.”

      Craigie repeated the order, then replaced the receiver.

      “Of course,” he said, thoughtfully, “if O’Ray wants Granton’s urgently, for some reason, he might be causing the trouble in Wales.”

      “Paid agitators?” Burke murmured. “H’mm, maybe. Yet O’Ray told me that if Fordham wanted to keep Granton’s out of the bigger group, he had some good reason—and that that was enough to make O’Ray want it, badly.” He grimaced. “I ought to have seen that clearer before, blast it.”

      “H’mm.” Craigie looked thoughtful. “But remember, if it’s worth Cropper-Gordon’s—or O’Ray’s—attention, it’s likely to interest others. So obviously Granton’s, despite the fact that it’s on the rocks, controls something else—something worth big money and the efforts of a big man like Fordham to save. But—it’s something Fordham couldn’t talk about, or he would have told the other directors.”

      Burke’s eyes gleamed.

      “Lord, yes! Now we’re getting nearer! Fordham’s ‘two months’ has been beating me. But suppose he had to keep that secret for the two months?”

      Craigie nodded, slowly.

      “Yes . . . Now, we’re getting somewhere.” His lips drooped familiarly. “We’ve been slow enough doing it....”

      “We didn’t know there was some concrete reason for Fordham holding out,” protested Burke.

      “We ought to have guessed,” said Craigie. “But now, what have we got? We can be sure Granton’s are worth having. We don’t know why. Only Fordham, perhaps Brent, and the gentlemen who are trying to get it so hard, have known that, till now.”

      “Cropper-Gordon’s being the ‘gentlemen’?”

      “Or Sir Marcus O’Ray,” said Craigie, very softly. “We can go further, Jim. Whoever wants Granton’s, wants the concession.”

      “Yes...” Burke hesitated, thinking hard. “Yes—but the thing belonged to Fordham privately. It’s ratified. It’s lodged under his name.”

      “Then who owns it now?” snapped Craigie.

      Burke’s eyes widened in comprehension.

      “Unless he’s willed it somewhere else—Katrina!”

      “Katrina Fordham,” Craigie agreed sharply. “She owns the oil concession. She knows it, and she’s afraid. Damn it, Jim, we’ve been asleep! Did Fordham make a will?”

      “I expect so.” Burke was equally alert, now. But we’re up against it, there.”

      “Why?”

      “Graydon,” Jim Burke reminded him, “is Fordham’s lawyer. Where Graydon is, you can be pretty sure to find the will.”

      “Supposing that’s right...” Craigie frowned. “And it’s reasonable enough. Supposing again that Graydon destroys the will. Then no-one can prove Katrina isn’t legally the owner of the concession. Legally, she is—now. No wonder she’s scared!”

      “And if O’Ray’s after it—no wonder he called on her.”

      Craigie nodded, and went on quickly:

      “And another thing. Supposing the big trouble with Granton’s is that it wants heavy financial backing? There’s a direct line: Fordham had the concession. If he’d sold it, he’d have had money enough to back Granton’s as far as he liked.”

      Burke nodded.

      “Yes...” He grinned slightly. “But what a lot of supposings, Gordon.”

      “They’re reasonable.” Craigie rose abruptly and paced the room—a habit he had, when thinking aloud “Let’s work on ’em. First—Lavis is in danger more than ever.”

      Burke thought unhappily of Patricia.

      “Yes...”

      “So’s Katrina Fordham. I’ll double the guard there, Jim—and at the cottage. I won’t ask for Fellowes’* help—yet. The men will have to be well-armed.” He turned abruptly to the telephone. “I’ll be a while, Jim. You get on to the Yard—see if they’ve learned anything about Fordham’s will.”

      By the time Craigie finally replaced his receiver, six young men were already on their way. From private houses, the Cambridge Theatre, the So Far Club—London’s latest and hottest—and the Carilon—London’s oldest and stablest these dedicated men went-forth, members all of Department Z. Two had gone to Brake Street, where they would shortly engage in conversation the chauffeur watching Number 17; four had set off for the cottage in Surrey.

      Meanwhile, for the second time that night, Burke had roused a police superintendent from a well-earned fireside nap. The Super in question, Rogerson, had taken charge of the police investigations of the Fordham murder (Department Z, of course, was not concerned with finding who killed Arthur Fordham; it was dealing solely with the possible international complications, so far very vague). Mrs Katrina Fordham did not think her husband had made a will, Rogerson reported: certainly, he had never spoken to her of one.

      “No will, so far as we know,” Burke reported, as Craigie hung up. “O’Ray said: ‘Fordham’s a gambler,’ remember. And a man who takes chances is more than likely to risk leaving his will until later in life.”

      Craigie nodded. He was standing, now, with his back to the fire.

      “Katrina’s in a spot. We must keep her safe, and—”

      The telephone interrupted him.

      “We’re friends with that damned thing, to-night,” he growled, leaving the fire reluctantly. “Yes ... who?” the hooded grey eyes hardened as he called to Burke:

      “They’ve found Curson. A house at Regent’s Park—care to go over?”

      “Yes,” said Jim Burke, emphatically.

      “I’ll come with you,” Craigie decided, and said so to the Yard man on the line.
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      Lord Aubrey Chester—a gentleman, some said, less famous for his prodigious feats of endurance on the Centre Court and elsewhere than for his quite gorgeous wife—strode quickly along the sidewalk towards his house in Regent’s Park. He was a deceptive-looking man. Even now, in his heavy overcoat, he managed to look frail. He was not frail. Neither was he a fool, although he frequently appeared to be....

      He was hurrying, not because he was cold but because he loved his wife. Diane Chester, of whom many will have heard*, was in bed with what to Aubrey’s mind was something between influenza and double-pneumonia, but was in fact a chill. He was angry at himself for having gone out that night at all and was beginning to convince himself that he would reach home to find Diane on her death bed.

      Consequently, when his toe stubbed against something that let out a clear, metallic sound and sent him off his balance, he glared vindictively down at the object in question. It was a cigarette case.

      Nine times out of ten, Aubrey Chester would have left that cigarette case to look after itself, or perhaps given it a kick, to teach it manners. But in the dim light of a lamp twenty yards away, he stared—and annoyance gave way to sharp awareness.

      “B-b-blood,” said Aubrey, who stammered.

      Very slowly, he bent down, and looked closer at the cigarette case. There was blood on it, without doubt—and there was something else: a small, tell-tale hole drilled through the metal.

      “P-punctured,” said Aubrey.

      He took out a handkerchief, picked the cigarette case up in his gloved hand and laying it carefully on the white silk square, examined it closely. There was no doubt at all. The hole had been made by a bullet.

      The chances were this cigarette-case had been in a man’s top left-hand waistcoat pocket, approximately covering his heart. Lord Aubrey Chester, who looked more closely at the pavement, now saw what he had half-expected: small, round spots of brownish-red. They led to a gateway, and thence to a drive.

      He stood up and looked about him. A policeman who had entered the park some fifty yards further along was strolling in the opposite direction. Clasping the cigarette case in his handkerchief, Aubrey raced after him.

      “Constable—Constable!”

      The policeman turned, stared, and smiled.

      “Good evening, my lord.”

      “I’m g–glad it’s y–you.” Aubrey who recognised the regular patrolman, disliked talking to strangers because of his stammer.

      “L–look at this, C–Constable——”

      The policeman looked, and whistled.

      Five minutes later, they were staring together at the door of a big house on the outskirts of Regent’s Park. The house was in darkness, but the policeman’s torch showed that the trail of blood continued into the hall. He rang the bell several times without result. He was clearly reluctant to take it on his own responsibility to break in, but Aubrey prompted him. At the back of the house, they found an unlatched window and forced an entry. They expected to find further trace of a man who had been recently shot. In fact, they discovered the stiff, cold body of a man who had obviously been dead several days.....

      Later, they learned that his name was Curson.

      The Inspector in charge of the case that night was a young man who, having been told without explanation to give Burke and Craigie every facility, was annoyingly polite. He showed them the room where the dead man had been found. He gave them a lot of theories. He pointed out that it looked as if the house hadn’t been occupied for several days—although there was furniture in most of the rooms. And he told them that one of his sergeants had recognised Curson as a solicitor who had been jugged for misappropriation.

      “Shot three times,” Burke said to Craigie, “and dead, I imagine, three days.”

      Craigie nodded.

      “In other words,” said Burke heavily, “the poor devil was shot soon after he got away from my place the other day. He was dead scared of Graydon, then. He had cause to be.”

      The Inspector, a short, tubby, fussy little man named Brown, hurried up. He wanted to pass on a lot of things they didn’t want to know, and half of which they didn’t believe. Burke asked, cutting him short:

      “Who found him?”

      “Police-constable Stapleton. I understand Lord Chester was actually instrumental in—well, well! Here is Lord Chester.”

      From the doorway, Aubrey looked a little vacantly round the room. Then he saw Craigie.

      Beaming, he hurried across. Brown, denied the pleasure of introducing a gentleman of the peerage to two lesser lights, waited huffily nearby.

      “F–fancy s–seeing you,” gasped Aubrey, as he and Craigie shook hands. “Y-you were the f–first thing I th-thought of, Gordon. M–murder, I said, and C–Craigie, are p–pieces of a p–puzzle. Fact.”

      Craigie grinned.

      “Thanks. How’s Diane?”

      Aubrey looked even more cheerful.

      “I th–thought she was go–ing to d–ie,” he said. “B–but she’s go–going to g–get up to–morrow. B–but what b–brought you here? N–not another of y–your jobs, is it?”

      Craigie stopped smiling.

      “Yes. But first, do you know Jim Burke?”

      “O–only by s–sight.” Aubrey shook hands. “How d’you do?”

      As Burke reciprocated automatically, Craigie asked:

      “What put you on to this?”

      Aubrey told them about the blood-stained and punctured cigarette-case.

      “How did you know it was blood?” Burke queried. “It must have been pretty dry?”

      “Dry be damned!” Aubrey, indignant, never stammered. “It was wet. So w-was the I–line of spots——”

      “Line of spots?” echoed Craigie.

      “Inspector Brown.” Jim Burke turned abruptly. “Did you know anything about a trail of wet blood?”

      Brown puffed out importantly.

      “Yes, but I assumed——”

      “God damn all idiots,” thought Burke. Aloud, he demanded. “Has the house been searched?”

      “Yes.” Brown glared at the big man. “Yes, of course!”

      “I wonder,” said Burke, and Craigie looked grim. It had taken them nearly half an hour to learn of this fresh blood—which was certainly not Curson’s. “Where did you see the spots, Chester?”

      “Ou–outside, and in the h–hall——”

      The spots were undoubtedly there; they were still sticky, although most of them had been trodden on and blurred.

      A chastened and worried Inspector Brown watched Craigie and the big man trace the spots. They led to the kitchen, and then to a cupboard. Hard-faced, Burke pulled the cupboard door open——

      The body of a man fell out. Blood splashed on Jim Burke’s trousers.

      The man had been shot, twice, through the chest. One bullet, obviously that which had punctured the thin metal cigarette case, could be seen, embedded in the flesh. The man was small, with a pasty-face; he had died without knowing his fate, for his features were in repose. There were no papers in his pockets, no clue to his identity on his clothes.

      Burke finished examining the body, and stood up.

      “Dead little more than an hour,” he said, grimly. “He must have been shot a few minutes before Chester found the case.” He regarded Inspector Brown, who was biting his lips. “The photographers are still here, aren’t they?”

      “Yes, yes.”

      “They’ve another job.” Burke surveyed the pasty, unremarkable face of the dead man, and wished that he knew who he was—or had been. “You’d better ask your men to come and see him,” he told Brown. “Someone might know him.”

      None of them did; but Divisional-Surgeon Cramer, who entered the kitchen shortly afterwards, took one look and scowled in obvious surprise.

      “Good Lord! Poor devil—”

      “You know him?” asked Burke, quickly.

      “Know him? Yes, quite well. The name’s Prettle—he’s well known in this neighbourhood.”

      “Prettle?” Burke echoed, very softly.

      “Yes.” Cramer glanced at him, surprised. “What’s up?”

      But Burke had turned to Gordon Craigie.

      “Did you hear that?” he prompted. “Prettle—the Registry Office man. We’re on something, Gordon!”

      It was obvious that they were. Within two hours of giving Miller the information that he had supplied Katrina Fordham, through her secretary, with new servants, Prettle had died. So it was obvious he had known something more.

      “And whoever shot him,” Jim Burke’s voice was hard, “guessed we’d be after him again—and didn’t think he could hold his tongue. Graydon didn’t trust Curson to keep quiet, either. They’re both dead.”

      Burke and other people were busy for the next hour, but had very poor reward for their efforts. Prettle was a bachelor, living in a service flat. No-one had seen him leave Friday Street that night; and the only clerk of the Registry Office who could be traced knew nothing about new servants being supplied for Mrs Fordham.

      “Our next stop,” said Jim Burke, just before twelve o’clock, “is Mr. Broomfield. And we won’t tell him we’re calling.”

      Mr Alec Charles Broomfield had been secretary to Arthur Fordham for seven years, and he was now taking charge of his widow’s affairs. He had arranged everything smoothly, had kept callers down to a minimum, seen to the funeral formalities, and generally proved himself a boon.

      Nevertheless, Katrina Fordham, Princess of Rania, did not like him. She knew, however, that her husband had had absolute faith in him, and she was pleased rather than sorry when he suggested changing all the servants. She was satisfied with the new maids, and indifferent to the new cook, for she had no appetite. She could think only of the man she had loved, and who was lost to her forever.

      She had gone to the funeral. The grave had claimed its own. She neither cared whether she went back to London, nor knew what she wanted. She was assisted by Broomfield into her car, after the funeral ceremony. She was not crying; she thought she would never feel deeply again. Emotionally it was possible she was right, but physically she was not, for she felt the prick of the needle that Broomfield thrust into her arm.

      She started, and looked at his hand, seeing the hypodermic syringe in it. Her eyes dilated. Her mouth opened——

      “Keep very quiet,” he told her softly, and the blue-grey steel of an automatic shone in his left hand. “You’ll be all right, quite all right.....”

      Even as he spoke, Katrina Fordham’s eyes grew very bright. She stared at him until they glazed over, then dropped back in her corner, unconscious.

      To the new servants, who had seen her leave the flat for the funeral in the morning, she seemed a different woman when she returned. Before, they had been terribly sorry for her, knowing how she must have felt. Now, she seemed suddenly hard: not with the surface hardness that often comes with grief, but with a callousness that went badly with her beauty. She had dressed, as Jim Burke had witnessed, in a shimmering gown of gold. That had not been for Burke’s benefit; it was for the benefit of Sir Marcus O’Ray.

      O’Ray had had a shock when he had seen Burke at the door of the flat. He could not place Burke properly, and O’Ray liked to pigeon-hole the people he met. Burke had acted like a particularly faithful student of the police regulations, but he had said very little at their one interview, and O’Ray had since experienced a vague disquiet.

      There were many things receiving Sir Marcus O’Ray’s attentions that the police certainly should not discover.

      He had still been thinking of the big man, and wondering whether that stolid expression could indeed cloak cleverness, when he was ushered into the room where, four nights before, Arthur Fordham had been found dead.

      He stopped thinking of Burke quickly, as the new Katrina smiled at him.

      Standing two yards away from her, he smiled back. There was a hint of laughter in his voice as he said:

      “You look more beautiful than ever, Katrina.”

      She laughed. There was no dullness in her eyes, now; no lifelessness in her expression. Burke would have been amazed.

      “Yes? But isn’t that what you want, Marcus?” She smiled again, then added more seriously: “But—the servants. You’re sure they are all right?”

      “They’re all new,” O’Ray assured her. “Broomfield has seen to all that.”

      The woman shivered a little.

      “I could never stand that man, but I suppose——”

      “My dear, you mustn’t be nervous. You’ve agreed to do just what I ask. You must rely on me to keep you out of danger. At least,” he said soberly, “to keep it from hurting you. The danger’s there, of course.”

      She shivered again.

      “I know. Don’t talk about it.”

      O’Ray shrugged, and produced cigarettes.

      “All right. But nerves won’t help you.” There was a hint of warning in his voice. “For now, we must be patient. It’s a matter of days, I think. We need not wait until the legal paraphernalia’s been finalised. Once we can prove conclusively that there is no will, we can get everything settled.”

      She looked at him, measuringly.

      “You’ve no room for sentiment, have you, Marcus?”

      Sir Marcus O’Ray laughed, softly, and lit her cigarette.

      “No businessman has—in business time. For that matter, you aren’t so squeamish, yourself, my dear.”

      She shook her head quickly.

      “It doesn’t matter—it’s happened, now. He’s dead——”

      O’Ray stood up suddenly, and paced the floor. The thick carpet deadened his steps.

      “Yes, he’s dead. So are others—you know that. I wish we were finished. It’s dangerous to wait. Tell me—what did you think of the man Burke?”

      “You saw him?”

      “Yes. I met him going out. He didn’t seem to think anything amiss. But what did you think—?”

      “He seemed a fool,” said Katrina.

      O’Ray’s fingers snapped nervously.

      “Yes, he looked a fool. But that doesn’t necessarily mean that he is one, or again, that he isn’t. Ah, well, it’s unimportant, anyhow. A few days, and the thing will be through.”

      It was just twenty minutes later that the door of the room suddenly opened. O’Ray jumped up from the settee he was sharing with Katrina—and frowned at the stocky-figured man who entered.

      “Why didn’t you knock?” he snapped.

      “Sorry,” said Alec Broomfield, perfunctorily. His almost black eyes held a calmness that was close to insolence. His swarthy skin and crisp black hair suggested a Negroid strain, and he had the smooth, pleasant voice of the educated Negro. “I’ve just had a call from Prettle, Sir Marcus. The police have been after him——”

      Sir Marcus O’Ray went white and the woman gasped in alarm.

      “The police? Why?”

      “Somehow,” Broomfield murmured, “they’ve learned of the new servants.”

      O’Ray said softly:

      “That’s Burke’s work!”

      “Burke or the Devil, it doesn’t matter,” Broomfield pointed out. “Prettle talked——”

      There was absolute silence in the room for thirty seconds. Then O’Ray swore, savagely.

      “The fool!” he exploded again. “And he knows more than we want the police to know. Telephone Graydon, right away.”

      “Where?”

      “At Hampstead. Tell him to look after Prettle—but to make sure the body’s safe.”

      Broomfield nodded, and went out. The woman’s fear showed more plainly, now, and she reached out a hand to touch O’Ray’s arm. He shook it off, roughly.

      “We’ve no time to waste!” he snapped. “Don’t go out from here, on any pretext. Understand?”

      She nodded, eyeing him nervously.

      “Where are you going, Marcus?”

      “I’m going to entertain Prettle,” said Sir Marcus O’Ray, unpleasantly, “until Graydon’s ready. I’ll take Broomfield with me, in case of accidents.”

      The time went slowly for Katrina, at the flat, but fast for all the others. O’Ray did not return to Brake Street, but soon after nine o’clock he was telephoned by Broomfield and told that Prettle would not talk again.

      “How’s Graydon?” O’Ray asked.

      “Graydon’s all right, but I don’t think he ought to go out too much. He’s got enough to do.”

      “I’ll give the orders. What about his men?”

      “They’re all right. They’re behaving very well.”

      “They’re born to the game,” growled O’Ray. “That’s why we got them over here. Keep them happy—or tell Graydon to—and watch things carefully at the flat. You know what to do if there’s any sign of the police arriving.”

      “I know,” said Mr Alec Broomfield, and hung up.

      Sir Marcus O’Ray leaned back in a leather chair, and smiled. It was the same mellow smile that Burke had seen, and it covered similar thought to those O’Ray had had during that interview. In spite of Prettle, things were going well.

      O’Ray had every reason to be pleased with himself.

      He believed his part in the murders of Fordham and Brent was unsuspected. He knew no one had any idea of the real reason why there was trouble at Granton’s, or why Fordham had been killed, and he could see nothing that would disturb the smooth run of events. It was lucky, all the same, that Graydon was a good man, as well as Broomfield. Without those supposed friends of Arthur Fordham O’Ray could have done little. But both were activated by the same motive as himself.

      In short, greed.

      There was big money in this scheme, if they could bring it off; enough for all of them. O’Ray needed it badly, and the others would need it more—although they would not get so much. Graydon, for instance, would have to leave England; the country wouldn’t be big enough to hold him. Broomfield would probably leave, too. Neither of them minded that.

      With consummate self-satisfaction, O’Ray selected a cigar.

      It had been a master-stroke to import the two American gunmen—Graydon’s ‘men’. They killed without compunction, although in that respect they were a cosmopolitan rather than an American type; America merely provided the most up-to-date methods. But not only would they do the work well; they could serve, a little later, as an excellent blind.

      Calmly, O’Ray considered the situation.

      Fordham, Brent, Curson and Prettle had gone; the Americans had killed two of them. Of the men who were directly concerned, only Graydon, so far, had been recognised. Broomfield might be suspected but that would not be important. Of course, Katrina would come under suspicion....

      O’Ray laughed, silently.

      The big bluff at the moment was with Katrina, and the Ranian element, which he guessed was causing more than a flutter in the Foreign Office. The next bluff was to shift the attentions of the authorities from Rania to America—if it could be managed.

      Ranian intrigue would cause a flutter; the possibility of an American complication would cause a furor.

      Sir Marcus O’Ray laughed again.

      Not until just after midnight did he leave his chair. He had thought round all the obstacles to his scheme, and could see nothing insuperable. Everything looked very satisfactory.

      He might not have thought that if he could have seen the three men walking swiftly along Brake Street at that very moment. Burke, Craigie and Arran made no bones about their call at Number 17. Broomfield, watching them from a window, had no idea that two other agents were also in the street, and two more within easy call.

      He turned away from the window, and his smile was not pleasant. Moving swiftly yet furtively, he left his room and hurried along the passage of the flat. As he went, he fingered the cold steel of the gun in his pocket.

      He reached the door of Katrina Fordham’s room as the subdued front door bell sounded in the hall.

      Katrina, in bed but awake, jumped up with alarm as she saw him outlined against the dim light of the passage. There was something in his smile that terrified her. She saw his right arm move, and screamed!

      “No! No!”

      “Keep quiet, you fool!” snarled Broomfield. “You know what’s coming—take it!”

      As he spoke, he brought his gun out.

      The woman’s eyes were wide with fear. Sobbing, she stumbled from the bed and tried to run. The soft light glowed on her satiny shoulders, the flimsy night things making no cover for her slim, white body.

      Broomfield fired. Flame shot from his gun, and the bullets hummed. Twice the shots rang out, deafeningly in that room made for silence. With a gasp, Katrina dropped to the floor; a white, crumpled heap.

      Broomfield grinned, turned, and ran for the kitchen and the rear exit. There was a thunderous knocking on the front door of the flat, but it would be at least a minute before anyone could get in. A minute was ample.....

      Broomfield was in the courtyard at the back of the building when Burke hurled his great body at the door and broke the lock—the second time it had been broken that week.
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      Broomfield knew there was a car waiting for him, in case of emergency, in Bond Street. He needed less than three minutes to reach it, and to get away. He was still grinning as he turned into the alley leading from the courtyard. Ahead of him he could see street lights.

      The tall man who appeared seemed to materialise out of the shadows.

      “In a hurry?” he drawled.

      Broomfield’s mind stopped working for a fraction of a second. He felt suddenly, terribly afraid. Then he reached for his gun.

      Almost before he moved, something hit him. It was Wally Davidson’s fist, but he didn’t realise it. He staggered back, spitting blood, dragging at the gun. Davidson hit him again.

      “Don’t act the ruddy goat, man,” he said, languidly. “You’re through. Know the word?”

      As Broomfield made a last desperate dive for his gun, Davidson—almost casually—grabbed his right forearm and twisted. Broomfield gasped, his eyes rolling. He tried to use his feet, but Davidson swept them from under him. A moment later, a second man materialised from the shadows. An interested voice came:

      “You all right, Wally?”

      “Just,” grunted Davidson. “There’s a gun in his right coat pocket, Dodo. Get it out, will you?”

      Dodo Trale, no longer in his chauffeur’s uniform, did the necessary. Broomfield, realising his chances of escape were nil, relapsed into sullen silence as he was marched back to the courtyard and helped up the fire escape which, only minutes before, had seemed a sure route to safety. But there was a hint of fear in his eyes. The methods of his captors had held a certain ruthlessness: they reminded him somehow, of Graydon’s ‘men’.

      Sixty seconds later, he was looking into the hard grey eyes of a third man. In Jim Burke, that same ruthlessness was if anything plainer. He shivered....

      “Any damage?” asked Davidson. With the others he had met Burke just outside the kitchen door. “I heard the shots.”

      “So did all of Brake Street and most of Piccadilly,” grunted Burke. “Funnily enough—no damage.”

      “Then what—?”

      “That’s just the question,” said Burke, softly, “I’m going to ask Mister Broomfield to answer.”

      He stared at Broomfield’s sullen eyes and set face; and he remembered the way Graydon, a few days before, had kept absolutely silent in the face of questions. Broomfield was tarred with the same brush, he could see. But there were methods of persuasion.

      “Bring him along,” he growled. “G.C.’s here.”

      Craigie was in the room where, earlier that evening, Sir Marcus O’Ray and Katrina Fordham had sat and talked. So was the attractively ugly Toby Arran. Katrina Fordham was in a state of collapse, in her bedroom. Both bullets had smashed into the wall behind her; she had not been touched. A doctor—that Colossus of a man, Doc Little—was on his way to the flat, and for the moment Katrina’s new maid was looking after her mistress. The door was locked, and a large, untidy-looking man, by name Martin Best—leaned against the wall outside it, on guard. Burke knew Best slightly; Arran, Davidson and the others knew him well. Of late, however, he had not worked much for the Department, although on one occasion he had played a big part.*

      In the big drawing-room, Burke took the lead.

      “Broomfield,” he said flatly, “you’re going to talk and you’re going to tell us all you know. Get that into your head.”

      The prisoner said nothing, but a half-smile twisted his lips as he looked Burke up and down, insolently.

      “Another Graydon touch?” murmured Burke. “That won’t help you, Broomfield. You’re not being handled by the police, and we’re not soft-hearted. If you don’t start talking soon, you’ll suffer for it.”

      Broomfield licked his thick lips, but he still kept silent.

      “Take him to my place,” Burke told Davidson coldly, “and get him ready.”

      The tone of his voice made Broomfield shiver and for a moment he looked as if he would talk. Then he shrugged, and his lips set hard.

      “Walk,” Wally Davidson commanded, wearily.

      Accompanied by Dodo Trale, Davidson led him out of the flat. In the five minutes’ walk to Burke’s place, they knew their captive would have time to stew over the possibilities of that ‘get him ready’. Several times, indeed, he glanced at the grim, set faces of the two men; and with every yard he grew more afraid.

      If he didn’t talk, he’d suffer....

      If he did talk, O’Ray would learn of it, sooner or later, and Alec Broomfield knew exactly what would happen to him. He remembered Curson; he remembered Prettle.

      They took him to Burke’s flat, and they stripped him to the waist. He shivered, not with cold, and they forced him into a hardwood chair and bound him to it, his ankles to the legs and arms tightly to the back. All the time they kept silent, unless it was a casual comment, one to the other. Their faces were lean, hard, and even worse. They frightened Broomfield. He shivered uncontrollably, now, and there was sweat on his forehead and his stomach.

      Davidson and Trale finished their job, and then dropped into easy chairs. They smoked, thoughtfully, heedless of the man close to them, and they seemed to start with surprise when he gasped at last:

      “Listen—listen! I’ll talk——”

      “Shut up,” snapped Wally Davidson. “Burke will deal with you.”

      And the terrified Broomfield saw a vision of a big, steely-voiced man with the hardest grey eyes in the world....

      “Neither bullet touched her,” Jim Burke repeated.

      “I don’t know what kind of a marksman Broomfield is, but he couldn’t have missed her—twice—from that distance—”

      “He did,” interrupted Craigie, filling his pipe.

      “If he tried to get her,” Burke finished. “Gordon—I may be a fool, but I don’t think Broomfield tried to hit her. Frighten her, yes. And by the look of it, he succeeded.”

      “And O’Ray was trying to frighten her—we guess.” Craigie struck a match.

      “It looks like it,” Burke scowled. “Another thing. There was no silencer on his gun. Why?”

      Craigie smoked in silence as Burke tried to answer himself.

      “Possibly because he intended to make a row? He wanted us to know he was shooting—had his getaway all cut and dried, and didn’t dream we’d have anyone watching the back, say. But why the hell should he want to let us know all about it?”

      “I don’t know,” said Craigie.

      “And I don’t,” said Burke. “But I will! Anyway, I’ll bet you a pound to a penn’orth of jam, O’Ray’s in this—and bang in the middle of it. And when we talk about Cropper-Gordon’s in future, we’ll say O’Ray, and save time. O’Ray wants Granton’s, and he wanted the concession. The thing is—is he working for Rania. Or is he playing his own game?”

      “O’Ray isn’t the man to play anybody else’s.”

      “Unless it suits him.” Burke scowled again. “Damn it, Katrina said Fordham was killed because he married her—”

      “She mightn’t be right.”

      “On the other hand, she might. Still, the thing for the moment is this: Broomfield shot at her, and deliberately missed. As deliberately, he made sure we heard him. Those shots didn’t come until we were actually at the door. And we can take one thing for certain from that.”

      “H’mm?”

      “He didn’t want her dead,” said Burke, emphatically.

      He mused silently for a few moments. Then:

      “Blast me for a fool! Of course——!”

      “Of course what?” Craigie murmured: he was having trouble with his pipe.

      “Just this.” Burke ran a hand through his hair. “Katrina owns the concession. O’Ray wants it. If she’s killed, before she’s signed it away, he can’t get it. Right? But I can tell you someone who will——”

      Craigie stopped fiddling with his pipe.

      “Good Lord,” he said, hollowly.

      “Yes.” Burke nodded. “Staren, of Rania. Her father. It will go back to Ranian control, then, if she’s killed before signing it away. So the only party interested in her immediate death is—Staren.”

      “Her father.” Craigie’s words were a protest.

      “Dammit,” snapped Burke, “Staren’s got no more feeling for Katrina than a goldfish. He’s a callous old devil—you don’t need telling that—and she’s also got right under his skin by the alliance with Fordham. So far as her father’s concerned, Katrina cut herself off from him, then. In his eyes, she’s virtually dead. He won’t care a tinker’s cuss whether she’s physically dead, too. God! No wonder she’s scared of him——”

      “And you think she is?” asked Craigie, slowly.

      “I’m sure of it,” said Burke. “I——”

      Whatever else he was going to say was lost, for a maid tapped on the door and announced Doctor Little.

      Little waddled in, beaming and quivering, a mountain of a man.

      “How now, boys! What have you been up to, this time?”

      Burke told him. Little raised eloquent brows and departed to examine the patient. He returned after ten minutes and the expression on his face was chiefly of puzzlement.

      “She’s all right?” Burke snapped, and Craigie looked his concern.

      Frowning, Little sat on a chair that sagged beneath his weight.

      “She’s foxing,” he announced.

      The word seemed to echo round the room. Burke was too startled for immediate comment. Craigie looked incredulous. But they knew their Doc Little. He could only be right.

      “True,” he affirmed. “There’s nothing the matter with that little lady. She hasn’t even had hysterics, although she’s pretending she’s got ‘em now. If she’s been as scared as you say she has, she’s got over it damn quick.”

      There was a short, tense silence. The almost unbelievable truth worked its way through Burke’s mind, and Craigie’s. It seemed fantastic——

      Katrina Fordham had been shot at, by a man who meant to miss. The shots had been fired to deliberately make a row. And Katrina Fordham had pretended to collapse.

      Pretended....

      It was Burke who broke the silence.

      “Now isn’t this beautiful?” he murmured thoughtfully. “The lovely Katrina’s foxing. She isn’t scared. And if she isn’t scared, she knew there wasn’t any chance of those bullets hitting her. Hell and damnation!”

      It was, he admitted afterwards, one of the biggest shocks he’d had in his life. The more he thought about it, the worse it grew. Because they had not the slightest excuse in the world for trying to browbeat Katrina Fordham into admitting she’d been foxing. And whatever her father’s feelings, a protest from her to the Ranian Legation would mean a flutter of concern in many august circles? If—as was more than possible—they tried to force her to talk and rumour of their efforts got into the press, the whole country would be howling.

      With a man, it wouldn’t have mattered a damn. But with Katrina, Princess of Rania, widow of Arthur Fordham, object of pity for many million souls, it would matter a great deal.

      Bitterly, Burke outlined these opinions. Craigie, who was looking worried and grey, agreed.

      “We can’t do anything with her,” he said. “Yet——” He turned to Little. “Look here, Doc. You’re a hundred per cent certain about this?”

      “Two hundred per cent,” Little assured him.

      Then blinked in astonishment at Jim Burke.

      As he spoke, one moment, Burke was scowling as he puffed cigarette smoke towards the ceiling. The next, he was on his feet, his face alive with excitement. Smashing one massive fist into the palm of his other hand, he shouted.

      “Man, but we’re fools! Fools!”

      Craigie’s eyes widened; and he smiled.

      “What’s biting, Jim?”

      “Biting!” Jim Burke fumed, furious at his own obtuseness: “It’s eating me! And it ought to be eating you——”

      “Go on,” Craigie prompted.

      “Gordon—can’t you see? Katrina’s foxing. She’s not afraid. Right? She couldn’t fox if she was afraid—if she felt anything. But she doesn’t! She married Fordham in defiance of her father and her country; she exiled herself for him, and now, less than a week after he’s been murdered, she’s foxing—working with the people who killed Fordham!”

      Burke’s eyes, gleaming with excitement, were on Craigie. And Craigie began to see.

      “Go on,” he said again.

      “It doesn’t work,” Burke summed up, with quiet conviction. “It doesn’t fit in. A woman who could give up all that for a man doesn’t get callous, five minutes after his death—”

      “Get to the point,” Little groaned.

      “I will,” grinned Burke. “The woman in there isn’t Arthur Fordham’s widow. It’s not the real Katrina!”
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      Burke was quieter now, but he was still grinning. For once he failed to see, quickly, the real meaning of a thing. But Gordon Craigie’s face was wrinkled in perplexity and concern as Burke went on:

      “We ought to have guessed immediately we heard of the complete clear-out of servants. That wasn’t because Katrina was afraid of them. They were changed because it was essential no one should know her well enough to tell the difference.”

      “But surely someone would guess?” protested Little.

      As long-standing medical adviser to Department Z, Doc Little was rarely barred from their discussions. Little, they knew, was an expert in talking a lot and saying nothing.

      “Why should they?” asked Burke. ‘She’s not well-known, over here. After she married Fordham, she went away on her honeymoon. She came back on September the fourteenth—nearly seven weeks ago. She’s been—speaking from memory—to about three balls, but for the most part she’s been left on her own, at the flat. Why? Because she’s newly-married, and most people wouldn’t worry her for the first six months. So, she’s a complete stranger to England; she knows only a dozen or so people, who have only met her on a few occasions. Even her marriage was done quietly. She’s been a newspaper headline, and little more. I should say the only people who really know her well—her mannerisms as well as her looks—are the servants. Speaking of England, of course. And all the old servants have gone.”

      Little said:

      “But the chances of someone calling who knew her well are pretty big, Burke.”

      “Wrong. They’re very small. Because now she’s been bereaved, even those people who would have called, before, will keep away. They’ll leave their cards; they might try to see her once, but with a false Katrina here, they’d be asked to wait for a while. And waiting would seem natural. Dammit, Doc, it’s plainer than your middle button.”

      Since Doc Little’s middle button was singularly prominent, the allusion was not out of place. As he beamed his appreciation, Craigie spoke up.

      “I think you’re right, Jim. If this woman isn’t the real Katrina, it fits in with her reactions to—everything. But then—” he tapped the stem of his meerschaum against his teeth—” where is Fordham’s widow?”

      His words cut through Burke like a keen wind. In his temporary excitement—and it was one of the rarest things in the world for Jim Burke to get excited—he had been concerned only with the discovery he had made. Craigie’s words brought him up with a jolt.

      His lips tightened, bleakly.

      “We’d better see our new friend, hadn’t we?”

      Craigie started towards the door. Little, cocking an inquisitive eye at Burke, grinned when the big man nodded. Little might be useful at the interrogation that was about to commence, he decided.

      As he followed them both along the passage, Burke remembered ruefully that a few days before, he had wanted complications. Now they were falling thick and fast. But he was not looking forward to the coming interview; it was one thing to make a man talk, a very different thing to apply methods of persuasion to the fair sex.

      Martin Best was lounging untidily against the wall of the bedroom. The door was half-open.

      “You’ll have to wait a minute for the lady,” he grinned. “She’s gone out with the maid.”

      Burke snapped:

      “Gone out where?”

      “Whoa back!” Best was a sensitive young man. “The second door on the left.”

      “How long’s she been gone?” Craigie snapped.

      “Six or seven minutes.” Best suddenly looked worried. “You don’t think——”

      But Craigie had already reached the second door on the left. He knocked sharply. There was no answer. He knocked more loudly—then turned to Burke.

      “Can you shoulder it down?”

      “I can try,” said Burke, and did. At the third attempt, the door opened with a sharp crack.

      The bathroom was empty. The window, immediately above the fire escape, was wide open. In the courtyard below, there was no sign of the supposed Katrina Fordham.

      The silence that followed their entry was pregnant. Burke broke it, at last.

      “The maid’s gone, too,” he pointed out.

      “It’s fairly obvious,” Craigie agreed, flatly, “that she let Doc in, listened to what we said, and hurried off with a warning.” He sounded weary. “And if the maid was in the game, I wonder if the others are?”

      Burke, although he acted quickly enough, was feeling equally flat. For once in his life, he was mentally winded. But he cheered up a little, half an hour later, after he had talked with the cook and the butler; the other servants, he knew, slept out.

      For the butler was an old lag, and the cook had only been out of Brixton for a month. The late Mr Prettle had supplied the Fordham menage with jail-bird servants. Which fact almost certainly accounted for his death, for if the police had interviewed him, they would have discovered the truth. To stop him talking, Graydon (it was assumed) had killed him.

      “Well," said Burke, drily, recovering a little of his lost sense of humour, “we wouldn’t have talked with Prettle until tomorrow, and we’ve learned all he could have told us, tonight.”

      “It’s half-past one,” said Doc Little, suddenly.

      Burke looked at his watch, and whistled.

      “So it is. Well—we’ve one little job to do, before we’ve finished. But we shan’t need you, Doc.”

      Little intimated that he wasn’t sorry, and went off. A chastened Martin Best and a little man with a lisp, another of the almost countless young men who worked for Craigie and were prepared to die cheerfully for strange things nine-tenths of the world didn’t believe existed, stayed to keep an eye on the surly, crabbed butler and the wailing cook. Burke and Craigie walked to Brook Street. They said very little: Burke’s mind was on his coming talk with Alec Broomfield.

      Broomfield would hardly have much power of resistence left, now. He had probably stewed himself into a frenzy of fear, and would be easy to interrogate.

      A grim smile was curving the corners of Burke’s lips as he unlocked the front door of his flat and stood aside for Craigie to enter. He almost forgot he was tired.

      And then he forgot everything else; and so did Craigie.

      For across the floor of the room, Sam Carter was stretched out unconscious—or worse. And through an open door, he could see Wally Davidson sprawling over a chair. Dodo Trale was propped up against the wall, his head lolling forward on his chest.

      Alec Broomfield was still tied to his chair, and still stripped to the waist. His eyes were glaring with fear, horror, a hundred things.

      There was a bullet hole in his head, one in his neck and one in his heart.

      “It might be worse,” said Burke, a few minutes later. But he spoke without much conviction and Craigie, tight-lipped, said nothing.

      “I’m ‘phoning Little again,” Burke added, dialing the number. “Dodo’s got a nasty clout that’ll want patching up.” He waited, wearily, until Doc Little’s voice came over the wire.

      “I hope you haven’t undressed,” Burke greeted him. “Davidson’s been knocked out, Trale’s been very nearly put out, and Carter’s half dead. Don’t be long.”

      “Five minutes,” Doc Little promised, and was as good as his word.

      There was a very grim gathering in Burke’s flat at three o’clock that morning. Dodo Trale was at the West-land Hospital, under an anaesthetic, for his skull had been cracked and Little was afraid of pressure on the brain. But Sam Carter’s head had proved thick, and was only bruised, while the cut across Wally Davidson’s forehead required only plaster, although Wally himself had been quick to profess the needs for a stiff whisky as well.

      Wally’s story was simple. Someone had rung the front door bell, and Sam Carter had hurried from the kitchen to the door, leaving the door of the middle room open. So the gentleman with a low-crowned hat, a heavy coat and a Thompson sub-machine gun had had them all in line.

      There was another man with him, also with a low-crowned hat, and with a distinct Bronx-type American accent. He had entered calmly, cracked Sam over the head with a lump of iron piping, and treated Wally the same. Dodo, typically, had attempted to make a fight of it, which was probably why his crack over the head had been a heavier one than the others.

      Dodo Trale would know himself lucky, when he recovered. No man who takes chances with machine-guns can expect to get away with a whole skin.

      But Burke was very grim, as he took mental stock: the outlook was black.

      Their first captive was dead. The second had flown. The death of Broomfield was a particularly severe blow. He would have talked.

      “And,” Burke thought grimly, “that’s why he died. Graydon—we can be pretty sure—guessed he’d give way under the strain, and got rid of him. Curson went the same way; and Prettle. It’s a hell of a situation.”

      It was.

      They could guess who had killed Fordham and Brent, but they had no idea yet of the real motive. They knew it was connected with Granton’s and the oil concession, but they couldn’t find the line from one to the other.

      There were worse things.

      Katrina Fordham was missing. Was she, too, dead? And when had she been replaced by the woman Burke had seen at the flat?

      Burke didn’t know, but he guessed it had happened after the funeral. He had been struck by the change in Katrina Fordham when he had seen her in that gold dress. At the funeral, she had seemed genuine. But he couldn’t even be sure about that; he didn’t know her well enough.

      It was a safe guess that Broomfield had been instrumental in making the change. Broomfield had fixed the servants, probably lured the real Katrina away, and been generally useful. He was dead, now; that suggested his period of usefulness had been over.

      Graydon was at large; and there was still O’Ray to consider.

      O’Ray was at his house, in Grosvenor Square. The house was surrounded, and all visitors would be watched, on the morrow, and followed. O’Ray would have a hard job to get away—

      Or so it seemed. But Burke wasn’t happy, even about that. The ruthlessness of this affair appalled him. He remembered the way Graydon had shot at him; but for his steel vest, he would have been dead, like the others. Graydon and his men killed without compunction.

      And Graydon was still at large.
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      At eight o’clock next morning a heavy-eyed Jim Burke took a cold shower, dressed, and breakfasted, all without saying a word beyond: “Good-morning, Sam.”

      From the moment he had awakened, he had been thinking. He didn’t get very far. He couldn’t see past the possibility of O’Ray being in this thing; O’Ray, Katrina and Graydon were the only three who were, so far as he knew, alive. And, of course Lavis and Mary Brent, who were still at Surrey, and so far unattacked.

      There was some explanation. There must be.

      He turned over in his mind everything that had happened. He visualised every moment of the past week, seeing again the faces of the players in this grim game. Mary Brent—Lavis—Graydon—Tommy Wigham.....

      It was only as he drained the last of the coffee that he realised something.

      There was one man who was marginally connected with this affair which he hadn’t seen. There wasn’t a chance in a thousand that the man knew anything or was more than an accidental player, but Burke was in such a state that morning that he would have considered one chance in a million hopeful.

      On the night of the murders, Mary Brent had been driven to London from Cottesdon by a man named Braddon.

      Braddon had never been interrogated; it had been reasonably assumed that he had been a passing motorist who had been able to help Mary Brent. But:

      “I’ll see the gentleman,” Burke decided, and for some reason the decision cheered him.

      He telephoned Miller, at Scotland Yard, and that gruff gentleman promised that the constable who had helped break down the door of the Brake Street flat on the night of the first murders, would be at Scotland Yard by ten o’clock to answer questions.

      Next, he telephoned Byways.

      Tim Arran said yes, it was the nursing home, and it was the matron speaking. More, did Burke think Tim Arran wanted to be buried in Surrey, or was he only to die there?

      To Timothy’s extreme surprise, Burke didn’t try to be funny. Instead:

      “Tim—don’t,” he said. “There’s hell to pay up here. Are you all right?”

      “Nothing to report at all.” Tim was no longer flippant. “Unless you’d call Tommy Wigham anything. He’s been down here.”

      Burke whistled.

      “The deuce he has! How’d he locate it?”

      “He didn’t. He located me, when I was in Dorking yesterday afternoon. He’s a traveller in pants, and I was buying some handkerchiefs.”

      Burke visualised the pug nose and the freckles of Tommy Wigham as he said:

      “And he came to Byways with you?”

      “No. He came after me. He seems hopelessly keen on Mary Brent, Jim. I’m sorry for him.”

      “Did he see Mary?”

      “No.” Tim grinned to himself. “The orders, sir, were that no-one was to enter, sir, without permission. So—”

      “Tim,” said Jim Burke, wearily, “save your jokes for a better day. What happened to Wigham?”

      “He put up at the pub in the village. Said he’d call again this morning.”

      “What time?”

      “Mid-day. He’s selling more garments to more gentlemen in Dorking, earlier on.”

      “What time did you meet him, yesterday?”

      “Ohhh—elevenish.”

      “H’mm,” said Jim Burke, thoughtfully. “I think I’ll come down and see Mr Wigham, Tim. No—I don’t think he’s in it, but I don’t know he isn’t. I’ll be down by twelve. Keep him there, if he comes early.”

      “It’s done.”

      “Thanks. And tell Pat I have to hustle, but I’ll see her later. How’s young Lavis?”

      “Sitting up. He’s much better, Jim. A likeable lad, and he’s had a rough time. And I spy developments.”

      “Eh?”

      “Mary Brent—Richard Lavis.”

      “Oh.” Burke smiled fleetingly. “I’m glad someone’s getting fun out of the blasted job. All right, Tim. Twelve o’clock.”

      “Chin up,” said Timothy Arran, replacing the receiver, and Burke smiled again.

      He felt better. The Wigham development gave him something concrete to think about; so did the vague business of Mr Braddon. Two more telephone calls told him (a) that Sir Marcus O’Ray was still at his house, and (b) that Gordon Craigie was in agreement with the suggested trip to Surrey. Nothing of any kind had developed since that early morning rush, beyond the fact that Dodo Trale was now ‘comfortable’.

      At half past nine, Burke arrived at Scotland Yard. Miller was there, and so was the policeman—P.C. Merridew.

      He told his story concisely. He had been hailed on the night of Fordham’s murder by a gentleman—he stressed the word ‘gentleman’—who had afterwards given his name as James Braddon, of Nineteen Quentock Street, W.l. There had been a girl with Braddon and she had been obviously excited. Braddon had told him there was trouble on the second floor of Seventeen Brake Street and after knocking at the door and getting no answer, they had broken into the room and——

      “That’s far enough,” Burke stopped him. “What did Mr Braddon do afterwards?”

      “He explained, sir,” said P.C. Merridew, “that he had given the young lady a lift, and did not know her. He gave his name and address, in case he’d be wanted at the inquest, and then he went off, sir. He had a grey Hispano, number ZYX 8132.”

      “Good work,” approved Burke. “He wasn’t called at the inquest, was he?”

      “No, sir.”

      “What was he like to look at?”

      “Fairish tall, and good-looking, sir. He had a grey moustache, and his hair was grey too. But in the dark——”

      “It’ll help,” Burke smiled. “Thanks a lot.”

      As a proudly flushed P.C. left Miller’s office, Burke thumbed through a telephone directory. Mr James Braddon of Nineteen Quentock Street, it appeared, was a solicitor: telephone number, Mayfair 31245. Burke called it.

      A man’s voice, high-pitched and somewhat peevish, answered him. Burke frowned a little, hardly knowing why.

      “Mr Braddon, please.”

      “Braddon speaking,” said the other, intimating by his brusqueness that he had no time to spare.

      “Will you be in for half an hour?” asked Burke. “I would like to see you, Mr Braddon, on important private business——”

      “I’ll be in,” said Mr Braddon, and rang off.

      Burke looked at Miller, and laughed.

      “He knows his own mind,” he said. “And that’s more than a lot of people do, Horace. Coming with me?”

      Miller said he was. More murders had been committed in the last few days than he liked, and he was getting worried. Incidental murder meant little; it had always happened and it always would. But organised murder was different.

      More than once, as they made their way to Quentock Street, Burke wondered whether he had put his foot in it. If Mr Braddon had anything to hide, he had ample time to do it in; in fact he had ample time to make a complete disappearance.

      Burke hurried; not for the first time, his Talbot broke the thirty-mile limit. Consequently it took them only ten minutes to reach Quentock Street, and three more to be ushered into Braddon’s presence.

      And then Burke had a shock.

      Mr James Braddon, solicitor, was thin, short and obviously a dyspeptic. By no stretch of the imagination could he be called ‘Fairish tall and good-looking’. His moustache was not grey; it was sandy to mouse, like his hair, and straggled, wispishly, round his lips.

      But Mr Braddon had spirit.

      As the two big men who had entered his pleasantly-furnished study-type office, he obviously guessed at once that something had surprised them.

      “What is it, gentlemen?” he asked; more crisply than his appearance led them to expect.

      Indeed, after five minutes, they discovered him to be the absolute antithesis of his looks. He was pleasant, apparently good-natured, helpful; and he did not fly into a rage when he learned that a tall, good-looking man owning a grey Hispano had falsely given his name and address. He placed himself entirely at the disposal of the police, and he suggested it was just possible that one of his late—even present—clients had given his name and address on the spur of the moment, not wanting to be involved in murder. Murder was an unpleasant business—and society was, regrettably, only too ready to misconstrue apparent facts. The story of the night drive through Hampshire and Surrey to London was—wasn’t it?—liable to misconstruction, and the said gentleman might, for instance, be a married man.

      Mr Braddon’s dry smile suggested that his visitors could obviously fill in the blanks.

      “In fact,” he summarised, peeping over the top of his rimless pince-nez, “there are a dozen good reasons why the man should have given a false address. I will not try to evade the obvious: he knows me; mine was the first name that occurred to him when confronted with his—er—problem. Which suggests that he knew me in my professional capacity. I should say,” said Mr Braddon, judiciously, “that I have at least forty gentlemen who would roughly answer the description, on my books. Or they were on my books.”

      “How long have you been in retirement?” asked Burke.

      “Eighteen months, within a few days.”

      “I see.”

      Burke’s glance met Miller’s. Both were quite sure that Mr Braddon wanted watching. He might be all he seemed; but he certainly might not.

      “Would it be possible,” Burke asked pleasantly, “to see a list of your clients—preferably both past and present?”

      “Certainly,” said Mr Braddon, promptly.

      He rose from his chair and turned to a steel filing cabinet immediately behind him. He had not been put out by the question, Burke noted: but had he been ready for it?

      Three minutes later, he was prepared to wager that Mr James Braddon was all he appeared to be. For when he checked quickly down the alphabetical list of Mr Braddon’s clients, past and present, he found exactly what he expected:

      O’Ray, Sir Marcus, Kt. O.B.E. Director, 91c, Grosvenor Street, S.W.I.

      Miller’s foot pressed Burke’s as he, too, saw the name. They found no others that interested them, but Burke hesitated as he handed back the book. Then he reached a decision:

      “Mr Braddon, I have a question to ask you, in the strictest confidence. Perhaps I should mention that it is official business——”

      “Mr Burke,” said Mr Braddon, drily, “I have practised as a solicitor for thirty-five years.”

      “Thank you,” Burke smiled. “Mr Braddon—do you handle all of Sir Marcus O’Ray’s affairs?”

      “Oh dear, no, I did at one time handle the affairs of his Hampshire estate, but he has recently let Cottesdon House and the grounds. The gentleman you want to see is Mr Graydon. Er—the press has, I believe, mentioned his name recently.”

      But Burke had no time for humour.

      “Did you say Cottesdon House?” he demanded. “In Hampshire?”

      “That’s right. A wonderful place, Mr Burke. Three miles from Cottesdon village, ten or so from Winchester, and with some wonderful country about it. Wonderful.”

      “Good God!” said Burke.

      Sir Marcus O’Ray had a country estate near Cottesdon. Mary Brent’s father had been murdered at a house on the outskirts of Cottesdon village. O’Ray—it seemed—had given her the help to get quickly from Cottesdon to London....

      For a few moments, Burke was silent, his mind racing.

      “What you tell me,” he finally explained, “is something of a shock.”

      Mr Braddon pounced.

      “I thought it would be. You see, O’Ray had a grey Hispano car. I understand he sold it, on the morning after poor Fordham’s murder.” Mr Braddon paused for a fraction of a second to rescue his pince nez. “I noticed the Cottesdon murder, Mr Burke, and I connected it with Fordham’s.”

      “Why did you connect them?” Burke snapped.

      “Because I knew Brent well,” said the surprising Mr Braddon, unabashed. “I advised him strongly against going to Rania. His health was anything but good, and I was sorry for that poor girl of his. I tried to find Mary afterwards, but I didn’t succeed. I hope—” Mr Braddon smiled enquiringly, “she is in good hands?”

      Jim Burke leaned back in his chair and took a deep breath. Miller seemed quite speechless. With another quick smile, Mr Braddon stood up and went to a small wall-cupboard.

      “It’s rather early, gentlemen, but perhaps you would like a drink? Or if you prefer tea——?”

      “A large whisky, please,” said Horace Miller, coming to himself at the chinking of glasses.

      Burke sat back, trying to think it out.

      Mr James Braddon, it appeared, had known John Brent for many years, both in his professional capacity and as a personal friend. He told his visitors that Brent had been worried after the finish of the Ranian oil concession affair, and he confirmed Mary Brent’s statement that the murdered man had bought the house in Cottesdon hoping to be ‘safe’. What he had been afraid of, Mr Braddon did not know.

      It appeared that immediately after Brent had bought the Cottesdon place Sir Marcus O’Ray had offered his—the Manor—for a three year tenancy: O’Ray had not stayed at his country residence after Brent had gone to live in the village.

      When Burke and Miller left Quentock Street, the thing that remained firmly in their minds was that Sir Marcus O’Ray knew most of what there was to know about the Granton oil concession affair. Both of them were convinced that it had been O’Ray who had acted the good Samaritan to Mary Brent that night. His being in Cottesdon might, of course, have been accidental.

      It wasn’t likely, however.

      On Mary Brent’s statement, two men had been in the village that night; one had followed her from the house, the other had been at the wheel of a car which, later, had turned on to the Andover Road. If those two men had wanted to stop Mary Brent from getting away, or from getting to London, they could have done so. It was safe to assume they had been armed.

      It was also safe to assume one of them had just killed John Brent. It was equally safe to hazard that if they had badly wanted to get at Mary Brent, the arrival of a stranger would not have deterred them.

      But the arrival of a man they knew, who was their leader, would have stopped them. They would have relied on him to handle the situation.

      Now, Burke thought he was beginning to see some light.

      O’Ray had taken charge of Mary Brent. He had seen her safely to London; he had been with her at the discovery of Fordham’s body. He had, in fact, impeccable alibis for the Fordham job, and the part he had played would almost certainly have eschewed suspicion.

      That was, if he had given his true name.

      But he hadn’t. He had taken a risk, for O’Ray was a public figure and even P.C. Merridew might have recognized him. Burke, reasoning hard, told himself that O’Ray would not have taken that risk without some substantial motive. It looked all odds that O’Ray had originally intended to disclose his real name and thus, in all likelihood, provide for himself a sound reason for his future interest in the affair. If Burke had known from the start that O’Ray had been the means of discovering Fordham’s body, he told himself, he would not have been surprised in the slightest degree by O’Ray’s appearance at the Fordham flat on the previous night.

      But he couldn’t for the life of him understand why O’Ray—presuming the pseudo-Braddon to have been O’Ray—had given his name as Braddon.

      All he had to work on, was the fact that O’Ray had given that false name at the last minute. He must have done, or he would not have chosen a name and address that could be easily checked. Something, then, had happened right at the last minute to make him want to avoid recognition. It was even possible that the something had occurred while O’Ray was in the flat.

      “Find the reason for that,” Burke was walking now, along Bond Street with Miller—”and we’ll know a lot more. Here’s a ‘phone, Horace.”

      Miller grunted agreement, and went into one booth while Burke went to a second.

      To Scotland Yard, Miller gave instructions that the past life of Mr James Braddon, solicitor, be inquired into. He also gave instructions for O’Ray’s Grosvenor Street house to be surrounded by police, to reinforce Craigie’s men. For they were going to detain O’Ray: It seemed to both of them the only possible course of action.

      Burke, meanwhile, was telephoning Craigie. Having given him a résumé of the things he had learned, he added:

      “The idea is to get O’Ray under lock and key, Gordon.”

      “On what charge?” asked Craigie.

      “In brief, deliberately giving false information to the police. That’s strong enough to hold him, on the Fordham murder.”

      Burke could hear the tapping of a pipe-stem against strong teeth. Then Craigie grunted:

      “All right. But be careful with him.”

      As Burke stepped out of his telephone booth, he could see that Miller was still talking in the other one. Hailing a bawling newsboy, he idly bought a paper: there was rarely anything but racing to shout about in the morning editions of the evening papers.

      But as he glanced at the front page, his lips set very grimly and his eyes grew hard. For the headlines ran:

      

      
        
        LIGHTNING COAL STRIKE SPREADS MINERS IDLE IN RHONDDA, DURHAM AND NORTHUMBERLAND

      

      

      

      And the first words of the news-story were:

      

      The strike commenced this morning at the Granton pit, belonging to the Granton Collieries Company. There had been a long-standing grievance....

      

      “And,” muttered Burke, “I’ve got one, too.”
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            SURREY TO SOUTH WALES

          

        

      

    

    
      Burke digested the coal strike story as he walked to Toby Arran’s Brook Street flat, having parted with a Horace Miller equally disturbed by the news.

      It appeared there had been a long-standing wages grievance at Granton’s collieries chiefly caused by the company’s policy of deliberately employing non-union labour. Burke had been appalled, times out of number, by the working conditions of coal-miners. He invariably read news of mining trouble—too frequently, for there had not been a month in the last two years without strikes or rumours of strikes—with a bias towards the men’s point of view.

      But Burke’s cause was Gordon Craigie’s, or Department Z’s, or England’s, according to how he looked at it. Colliery troubles had been things seen, for the most part, from afar off. He admitted that he did not know the rights and wrongs of the situation: he also admitted that working conditions in the mines were improving, and would undoubtedly improve still further. He certainly hoped so: few things left as great a mark on him as the stories of explosions and mine-disasters. Burke had no fear of death; but he had a considerable dislike of the idea of being buried alive.

      Now, however, Department Z’s activities and the Granton colliery strike had converged. Burke had no doubt whatever that this strike was connected some way or other, with the accursed affair on which he was working. So far, he had gone from one complication to another, one shock to the next and little had been done towards reaching an explanation. Now, he told himself there was a chance of getting something from a visit to Wales; his decision to go there, voiced to Gordon Craigie the previous day, was confirmed as he read the report.

      The Granton strike, in the way that strikes have, had spread with lightning-like rapidity. According to the paper Burke read—the Clarion—the affair had been brought to a head by (a) refusal on the part of the owners to negotiate sensibly; (b) the introduction of a strong body of non-union labour (the major crime, from the miners’ point of view) and (c) the influence of a small number of practised agitators.

      This latter was a somewhat startling admission for the radically-inclined Clarion. So before turning into Brook Street, Burke bought a copy of its more conservative rival, the Evening Post.

      The headlines read:

      

      
        
        ALIEN AGITATORS CAUSE COAL STRIKE OMINOUS SIGNS OF PROTRACTED STRUGGLE

      

      

      

      The accompanying news-story flatly stated that the primary cause of the Granton strike lay with certain foreign agitators—but for whom, their local correspondent claimed, there would have been a peaceful settlement. Clearly, little was yet known beyond the bare facts of the strike, but the co-operation of the Durham, Northumberland and South Wales coal fields was certainly an ominous sign. Concerted action meant a delayed settlement; the strike might well become a national calamity.

      And the work of Department Z was to avert national calamities. This time, it was going to be a stiff job. All the bitterness of years would come out, now. The miners were ready for a long struggle; the owners would not give way to what was, in effect, open war.

      At the Arrans’ flat, Jim Burke said grimly:

      “Toby, we’ve got one hell of a job. I’m going to Surrey for an hour or two. You’re going to Craigie, and you’re to ask him to get all the men he can. All of ’em. Because....”

      He knew that Toby Arran would get down to it, and he himself started at once for Byways. He wasn’t going to risk missing Tommy Wigham; it was just possible that that young man knew something. Tommy had stayed at the Boar, in Cottesdon.

      As they left the flat together, Burke stopped short.

      “What’s biting?” asked Toby.

      “I’ve been robbed.” Jim Burke glanced up and down the street. “When I came in, Toby, I had a car——”

      Arran stared.

      “You didn’t! I saw you walking.”

      Burke stood very still for a moment, staring back. Then suddenly he started to laugh; and the echoes of his laughter went up and down Brook Street.

      “I forgot it!” he said at last. “I left it at Braddon’s. I forgot the darned thing! And—” he snorted glorying in it—“so did Miller!”

      Which helped to reveal to Toby Arran that when Jim Burke and Horace Miller had left the helpful solicitor’s, they had been suffering, severely, from a form of shock.

      Burke found the car still in Quentock Street, and made short work of the run to Surrey. He reached Byways at ten past twelve, and one of the first things he saw, as he entered the house, was Tommy Wigham’s freckled face.

      He shook hands solemnly.

      “You didn’t telephone me,” he pointed out, “although you promised to.”

      “I f–forgot your number,” Wigham stammered. “B–but I think you might have t–told me where Mary was——”

      “Don’t let it worry you,” said Burke. He turned as Tim Arran came in. “How is Miss Brent, Doctor?”

      “Very much better,” said ‘Doctor’ Arran. “I think we might let her receive Mr Wigham.”

      “Th-that’s d-decent of you!” gasped Tommy, beaming. “Sh-she’ll be glad to see me, I kn–know——”

      Burke didn’t think so, but he left Arran to entertain while he went into the kitchen, where he poked Martha Dale in the ribs, kissed Patricia—who hugged him—and asked whether Mary Brent was ready for her caller.

      Patricia told him that Mary was bearing up well; she was not moping—it would have been hard to mope, Burke knew, in the company of Tim Arran, Bob Carruthers, Martha Dale and Patricia. Of Tommy Wigham, it appeared, Mary thought with kindness but without affection: she was obviously more concerned for Dick Lavis, who was, in fact, a good deal better than might have been expected.

      “She’s upstairs,” Pat added. “And Jim—I wouldn’t let Wigham see her alone. He’s likely to make some silly reference to her father, and it’ll upset her.”

      “I’ll be guardian angel,” Burke assured her. “I’ve an idea that Tommy Wigham doesn’t love me, and he can go on not loving me.”

      It was obvious, from Wigham’s manner, that he felt the company of Burke was unnecessary, but he did not put his thoughts into words—at first. He almost burst into the room, where he pumped Mary’s hand up and down and hoped she wasn’t feeling too bad, four times. There was a glimmer of a smile on Mary’s lips and Burke was glad. She had humour—and she had spirit.

      For ten minutes Tommy chattered and stammered on, glaring from time to time at Burke. Finally convinced that Burke meant to stay, he kept himself under control with an obvious effort.

      “W-well,” he said at last. “I’d b-better be going, Mary. I’ll come again, day after tom-morrow. May 1?”

      “Why, yes,” said Mary.

      “G-good!” Tommy shook hands again, and was reluctant to let go. Mary took her hand away and he turned embarrassedly from the bed.

      Then suddenly he turned back again.

      “I f-forgot, d-dash it!” he stammered. “I brought some g-grapes, Mary. Where did I p-put them?”

      He looked round the room, agitatedly. The grapes were nowhere in sight.

      “You must have left them downstairs,” Burke suggested. “I’ll shout down for them.”

      But as he stood up, Tommy Wigham glared at the squashed mess of grapes on his chair. Burke was not even wet. Between his trousers and the burst bag there had somehow miraculously been a newspaper...

      “Y–you clumsy idiot!” Tommy Wigham exploded. “Wh–why the hell couldn’t you s–see where you were s–sitting? What did you want to s–stay here for, anyway? I th–think——”

      “Tommy!” said Mary Brent.

      The word had a remarkable effect on Tommy Wigham. His temper left him. He looked at Mary with a shame-faced grin, and muttered an apology to the big man, who apologised roundly, in turn. The grapes, Burke assured him, would be replaced quickly, by special messenger. He could quite understand why Mr Wigham had lost his temper, and hoped he would be forgiven.....

      A very mild Tommy shook hands with Mary again, and left the room. Before following him, Burke murmured to Mary Brent:

      “Don’t be tempted to sample the grapes, even if there’s a whole one among ’em.”

      As a still-amused Mary promised she wouldn’t, he hurried down to usher Wigham into the sitting-room, insisting that he stayed for coffee. Tommy protested, but accepted.

      “You can entertain Mr Wigham,” Burke told Tim. “I’ll just see to that coffee.”

      Timothy Arran nodded, and proceeded to keep the Wigham lad quiet for ten minutes, chiefly talking about Mary.

      Burke, meanwhile, asked Martha for the coffee, chattered briefly with Dick Lavis, who was looking pale but cheerful, and spent an enjoyable five minutes with Pat. They were interrupted by Bob Carruthers, who apologised at once as he saw how Patricia’s eyes were shining, and the smile on Burke’s face.

      “Never mind,” Burke reassured him. “We’ve got to be moving, anyway. You’re coming with me, Bob.”

      “Where?” asked Carruthers.

      “I don’t know,” grinned Burke. And didn’t.

      A few minutes later they were in the Talbot, and following Tommy Wigham’s Morris two-seater. As Burke had expected, Wigham stopped at a Dorking pub for lunch: Burke left Carruthers to watch him and hurried round to a nearby garage, where he hired an old but well-maintained Austin, capable of sixty miles an hour on a good road. Wigham would have recognised the Talbot; he would not recognise the dilapidated Austin.

      “But why?” asked Bob Carruthers, when he returned, “all this?”

      Carruthers, that deceptively mild-mannered, blonde young man, had a love of action only exceeded by his devotion to Burke. He affected to believe that Burke had no sense and less instinct; he actually considered Burke as capable a man as he had ever known.

      “I don’t trust Tommy Wigham,” said Burke slowly.

      They were in a small café opposite the pub where Tommy Wigham was lunching: directly he showed himself, they would move to their newly-acquired Austin. “I had my doubts about the little man from the first—I just didn’t see, then, how he could be mixed up in it. But now I know it’s no use waiting—we’ve got to tackle him. And I’ve one very sound reason for mistrusting the chap.”

      “What is it?” asked Carruthers.

      “That there are,” said Jim Burke, simply, “at the outside, six drapers in Dorking.”

      As Carruthers stared, Burke went on, seriously:

      “Bite into this, Bob. At eleven o’clock yesterday morning, Wigham met Tim Arran in a draper’s shop. He was, it seemed, selling pants. He continued to sell them—or try to—to Dorking drapers, all yesterday afternoon. Then he arranged to call at Byways, to see Mary, at noon today.”

      Carruthers looked baffled.

      “Because,” Burke looked coldly across the busy High Street to the pub, “he had to see more drapers about pants, this morning. Now I don’t think that’s right, Bob. If a commercial traveller couldn’t get round all the Dorking shops he wanted to in one day, he’s a rotten traveller.”

      “Oh–ho!” murmured Carruthers, seeing the light.

      “More than that,” said Burke. “I know Wigham stayed at the Boar, in Cottesdon. As a commercial traveller, it seems, he made that out-of-the-way Hampshire village headquarters—I don’t think! He might have stayed there occasionally—if, say, he’d been to Winchester, or was going there next day. But a village pub fifty-odd miles from London as the headquarters of a salesman dealing in a competitive article like pants——”

      Carruthers nodded, grinning appreciatively. “Then what is he?”

      “I don’t know. But I think he’s a long way from being a commercial traveller. And you see where that leads us to, young feller?”

      “I’ll buy it.”

      “Wigham ‘accidentally’ met Tim Arran yesterday, according to his story,” said Burke, slowly. “He met him in the course of his travels. If he isn’t a traveller, it’s reasonable to say he didn’t meet Tim accidentally. He forced an encounter that looked beautifully genuine. If he forced it, he must have know Tim was down here. In other words, he guessed—or knew—Mary Brent was in Surrey—at the cottage. Follow?”

      “I’m right on it.”

      “Fine. Then how did Wigham know where Mary was? Guesswork?”

      “You mean,” snapped Carruthers, “that he knew you’d sent her down to Byways—?”

      “Either that, or he followed her, with Patricia and you the other day,” agreed Burke. “Oh, Mr. Tommy Wigham is a very interesting man—and a dammed good liar. Ah! There he is——”

      It was half-past one when the chase started.

      Those who know Surrey will know the delights of the road they followed. Autumn was changing the leaves of the trees, now, to mellow tints. A blue sky and a bright sun lent an added glory to the countryside, and the air was like nectar. The country never failed to stir Burke, and he revelled in the beauty of it, today.

      But it did not prevent him from keeping on the Morris’s tail.

      He was surprised, early in the journey, when Tommy Wigham branched off the London road at Leatherhead. He was still surprised when, at four o’clock that afternoon, he found himself in Bristol. Tommy Wigham obligingly stopped for tea, and Burke and Carruthers sampled the delights of a snack bar.

      It was half-past six and a dark, moonless night, when they arrived in Swansea. They could not see the grim buildings of the mining villages through which they passed. They did see the crowds gathered in Swansea, the street corner meetings, the numerous policemen, the half-frenzied stump-speakers. They heard the bellowing of agitators, of red-hot strikers; they heard the more reasoned but equally grim counsel of men who had been in many strikes, and knew just what was in the offing.

      And they watched Tommy Wigham drive into an open garage, and come out, ten minutes later, on foot.

      “I’ll garage the ‘bus,” said Burke. “You follow Wigham. Telephone me when you can, at the Station Hotel.”

      “Right.”

      Bob Carruthers jumped out quickly: he didn’t ask questions.

      Burke did; but he asked them of himself.

      Why had Tommy Wigham come to the strike area?

      Who was Tommy Wigham?
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            GRAPES AND OTHER THINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      Before leaving Byways, Jim Burke had left instructions with Tim Arran to do certain things with a bag of squashed grapes. Tim went into Dorking that afternoon and left the bag with a chemist. When he called back an hour later, a grave-faced man ushered him into a room behind the shop, and said:

      “What did you expect me to find in those grapes, Mr. Arran?”

      Timothy shrugged.

      “I didn’t expect you to find anything; I thought it possible you might.”

      The chemist was eyeing him as though he might just possibly be a criminal of the worst type.

      “Well?” asked Timothy.

      “It’s a matter,” said the man at last, “that I feel I must report to the police. I admit that I promised absolute secrecy, but frankly I cannot see my way to—”

      “You can tell all the police in the world,” Tim told him, gently. “Or at least, you can tell any man at Scotland Yard above the rank of Detective-sergeant. What’s in ’em?”

      “Arsenic,” said the chemist, bluntly. “Enough arsenic in each of the five grapes I have tested, to kill—well, two or three men. I haven’t tested any more, although it looks as if every grape was poisoned.”

      He was a middle-aged man who took his calling seriously, and since he had first discovered traces of arsenic in the grapes he had been very worried. But now, as he looked at Timothy Arran’s face, he felt less anxious. Timothy was as strikingly handsome as poor Toby was ugly, and despite his slight build he carried an indefinable but obvious air of authority.

      Timothy was nodding thoughtfully.

      “Thanks, Mr. Wainwright. Now you’ll want to be reassured that I’m not—er—peddling arsenic, shall we say?”

      Wainwright smiled, more reassured every moment.

      “Good.” Timothy nodded again. “Telephone Scotland Yard—I’ll pay for the call—and ask either for Superintendent Miller, or Sir William Fellowes. Mention my name and tell them the circumstances.”

      The chemist obeyed with alacrity. Miller was out, so he had the pleasure of talking to the Commissioner of Police himself. When Sir William Fellowes assured him that he could safely rely on Timothy Arran, he replaced the receiver and smiled more cheerfully.

      “Will you take the—er—grapes, Mr. Arran?”

      “I’d rather you kept them safely here,” said Timothy. “Pack them in two lots, if you will, and deliver one to anyone who might call for them—a policeman or not a policeman. Then if you keep the other lot for me, personally, we’ll be sure some of them get to the right place.”

      Wainwright stopped smiling.

      “You don’t seriously think anyone will try and get these—these things back?”

      “No,” said Timothy Arran, “but all things are possible.”

      He felt grim as he left the shop. He knew that only Jim Burke’s intervention had saved Mary Brent from sampling those grapes.

      Mr Tommy Wigham, the nervous, devoted, indignant seller of men’s underwear, had deliberately tried to poison her.

      “Tommy Wigham,” murmured Timothy, and doubled his fist. He would dearly have liked to connect with Tommy’s snub nose, right there and then. Instead, he concentrated on finding a telephone kiosk.

      All Craigie’s men knew that a telephone kiosk was one of the safest places from which to make a telephone call; the chances of the lines being tapped were so small as to be insignificant. Timothy telephoned a Whitehall number, and was soon talking to his Chief.

      “J.B.’s after Wigham,” he reported.

      “He said he might be,” said Craigie. “How are things?”

      “Too bad for expression on the telephone.” Bitterly, Timothy outlined the situation. When he finished, there was a short silence. Then:

      “So they’re after Mary Brent,” murmured Craigie. “Watch her Tim. How many men have you got there, altogether?”

      “Three. B. took Carruthers.”

      “He told me he would,” said Craigie, and Arran could almost see him smile. “I’ve sent a replacement down—he should be there any time. And I think I’d better send some of Miller’s men.”

      “There’s safety in numbers,” Timothy agreed, grimly.

      “Yes. All right, Tim. Keep in or near the cottage, and ring through a report every hour. Good-bye.”

      “Chin-chin,” said Timothy.

      He very nearly broke all records from Dorking to Byways, and he was absurdly relieved to find Patricia talking cheerfully in the garden to Dick, from the nearby Riding School. The cottage was still a haven of peace—and, of course, a nursing home.

      How long would it remain peaceful?

      Timothy Arran went up to his bedroom and looked over a small case containing two automatics and a plentiful supply of ammunition. He didn’t know whether to hope for the best or fear the worst.

      Burke telephoned Craigie at eight o’clock that night.

      “Wigham’s booked for the night at the Railway Hotel, under the name of Smith,” he reported. “We’re at the Station Hotel, opposite, with a front window, but I think we ought to have someone watching the back. Wigham looks a slippery cuss, and he might know we’re watching.”

      “Yes,” said Craigie. “Get the local police, Jim. Now about Wigham, and those grapes ...”

      For several seconds, when he had finished explaining, Burke swore profusely. Then:

      “I thought it might happen.” Burke ended bitterly. “Thank the Lord I sat on ’em! I’ll watch Mr Wigham all right, after this.”

      “Handle things the best way you can,” said Craigie. “But remember—we not only want Graydon, and now Wigham; we must also find the real Katrina. There’s no scare about her disappearance yet, but it will start soon.”

      “H’mm,” Jim Burke agreed, thoughtfully.

      He was afraid the real Katrina was dead.

      “And what about the other end?” he asked. “Damn it, you’re keeping me guessing! Did they get O’Ray?”

      Craigie laughed a little, not with humour.

      “Yes, they got him, all right. And let him go.”

      Burke drew a deep breath.

      “The man Merridew identified him,” Craigie explained. “Although the moustache was awkward— O’Ray hasn’t got one—but it made no odds, anyway. O’Ray admitted he’d driven Mary Brent to London, and claimed he’d lied because he didn’t want to be mixed up in the scandal. He also offered bail, and a couple of dozen others offered bail for him. He’s out on two sureties of five hundred pounds.”

      “They ought to have kept him,” Burke growled.

      “I’m not so sure,” said Craigie. “Wally Davidson and Martin Best are on his tail. He won’t shake them off easily, and he might lead us somewhere.”

      Burke grunted, unconvinced. But he realised it was a real problem. O’Ray had friends everywhere. Until some more definite charge could be laid against him it was almost impossible to hold him.

      “Well, let’s hope he does,” said Burke. “Anyway, that seems the lot, Swansea 91836 will find either Carruthers or me, and I’ll ring you if anything turns up. By the way—you saw Toby?”

      “He brought your message.” Craigie gave a dry chuckle. “He should be down there by mid-day tomorrow.”

      “So with any luck,” Burke summed up, “we’re all set.”

      When he had rung off, he rejoined Bob Carruthers at his window table. So far, Bob told him, there had been no sign of Tommy Wigham.

      “Good,” said Burke. “Toby’ll be down tomorrow. Meanwhile I’m going to try and get a couple of good men from the local police—not that they’ll like it much, tonight.” He grimaced. “Where there are strikes there is trouble; and where there is trouble there’s a bobby. But we’ll get——”

      He broke off to peer through the window. For a distant babble of voices was growing nearer. Men were shouting, now, and twice a police whistle shrilled out. Trouble had come. It would come a hundred times in the next few days, Burke thought grimly. People would lose their tempers, some fool was sure to do something to infuriate the mob. And when the mob broke loose, there would be no sanity.

      Burke and Carruthers saw the trouble.

      A Daimler saloon turned into the lamplit station approach, travelling slowly because of the white-faced men and haggard-looking women surrounding it. Most of them were grimly silent, but here and there men were shouting and brandishing sticks. Once, Burke saw a stone bounce from the side of the Daimler.

      And then the police came.

      They walked through the mob without much trouble, their truncheons drawn but not used. A line of them cleared a passage for the car and the man who stepped from it.

      The man was old, and bearded. Obviously nervous, he bolted from the car into the station. As he disappeared, the crowd began at once to disperse.

      Burke nodded grimly as Carruthers murmured:

      “I wonder who that was?”

      “The police will know,” he said, and returned to the telephone.

      When the police station answered, he asked for the Superintendent and introduced himself. His request for two good plainclothes men was coldly received until he mentioned that the job certainly concerned the strike. And then he related the episode of the Daimler.

      “A white-bearded man?” said the Super. “Yes, that would be Granton. Sir Joseph, the owner of Granton’s collieries. Between you and me, Mr Burke, I’m glad he’s gone back to London. He’s the type to cause trouble.”

      “H’mm.” Burke looked at his watch. “What time does his train go?”

      “Eight-fifty.”

      “I’d like to see him, and I’ve got a quarter of an hour in which to do it. Well—you’ll let me have those men, Super?”

      “I’ll see you get them,” the Super assured him. “And Mr Burke—I’m not trying to interfere, but are you holding a watching brief?”

      “On the strike? No. But I think my man’s got a lot to do with it.”

      “H’mm.” The Superintendent hesitated. “Look—why not come round here, after my men have arrived? I think we might be able to help each other.”

      “I’ll be there,” said Burke. “The Central Headquarters?”

      “Yes. And thanks. I shan’t keep you now.”

      Burke replaced the receiver, told Carruthers where he was going, and hurried out. There was a door leading from the hotel to the station approach and in five minutes, he was entering the compartment where Sir Joseph Granton sat frowning.

      Burke was no mean judge of man. He knew Granton was badly hit, and he did not think it was entirely because of the demonstration of dislike he had just witnessed. He looked as if he were worried by something a great deal more substantial.

      He did not seem surprised to see Burke; nor did he look, or sound, pleased.

      “I’ve got nothing for you,” he snapped, unpleasantly. “Don’t pester me!”

      As Burke laughed and sat down opposite him, Sir Joseph continued to glare.

      “I’m not the press,” Burke told him.

      Sir Joseph wasn’t mollified.

      “Then what are you doing here?” he demanded.

      Burke offered cigarettes, and watched his man carefully. He recognised the type: the arrogant, old die-hard who was, nevertheless, probably well-meaning. Sir Joseph Granton lived in a world that had been very pleasant before the war, but had gone mad after it.

      “Thank you, I don’t smoke them,” he said now, a little less abruptly. “And what, may I ask——”

      “Sir Joseph,” Burke interrupted, easily, “I have no official business, but I have the co-operation of the police. If I hadn’t, I could not have reached your compartment. I am trying to get at the root of the trouble here and—you will take no offence, I feel sure—it seems obvious to me that Granton’s colliery is the kicking-off point.”

      “Well?” Granton peered suspiciously at the big man. He wasn’t wholly convinced this wasn’t a press-man.

      “Do you know of any special reason why the strike should have started there?”

      Sir Joseph’s answer came sharply.

      “Yes. Paid agitators.”

      “Paid by whom?”

      “Good heavens!” snapped Granton. “How do you expect me to know that? The usual Communist gold, I presume. It’s been the ruin of English mining, sir, the ruin of it! I can tell you——”

      He told Burke several things that mattered very little, and only convinced him that Granton certainly did not suspect there was anything unusual about this affair. It was the old, old story: Russian gold—insubordinate workmen.

      Yet Burke was quite sure it was not.

      “This will be the ruin of me, sir!” Granton went on fiercely: “Not only the company, but me personally. I could have sold out a month ago if that fool Fordham hadn’t stood in the way! Oh—I know he’s dead. Perhaps I shouldn’t talk like this. But it’s true! And now I’m suffering for Fordham’s obstinacy. Fordham should have let coal alone. Oil’s enough for one man——”

      He broke off and looked up sharply as the guard’s whistle shrilled.

      “You’ll have to hurry, sir——”

      The next moment, Sir Joseph Granton was convinced he was dealing with a madman. For the massive, somewhat dull-looking man stood up, clasped Sir Joseph’s right hand, and wrung it, hard.

      “Sir Joseph,” he said, “you’ve done me a great service, and many others a great service. I’ve been a blind fool! Thank you, Sir Joseph, thank you.”

      “Good God!” Sir Joseph protested. “You’ll get carried on, man—we don’t stop until——”

      Jim Burke gave his hand a final wring, then relinquished it. The train was already in motion as he opened the door and jumped. Shaken, Granton darted to the window and looked out. But the big man had landed safely on his feet and was waving after the departing train and smiling hugely. He looked delighted.

      “God bless my soul!” Sir Joseph Granton collapsed in a corner, then looked at his hand. There were little ridges of flesh where the big man had gripped it. “God bless my soul!” he said again. “I’m sure he was mad.”

      Less than ten minutes later, Burke was on the telephone to Craigie.

      “Gordon, raise heaven and hell to find out the full extent of Fordham’s holdings at the time of his death, and O’Ray’s holdings now. Everything. Between ’em, they must be listed on the boards of a couple of dozen companies. Get ’em all. And not only in England—try the Continent, America, every ruddy place you can think of.”

      “You’d like it all,” said Gordon Craigie drily, “tonight, I suppose?”

      “What a humorist you are,” grinned Burke, and Craigie could tell that the big man was in the very best of tempers. “Tonight would do fine, but tomorrow night should be soon enough.”

      “I’ll try,” Craigie promised. “But what’s it all about?”

      “Remember the great words of Sir Joseph Granton,” Burke chided him, mock-sententious. “‘Oil’s enough for one man’.”

      “Good Lord!” Gordon Craigie whistled. “So that’s it? And we had to be told——!”

      “The only good thing about it,” said Burke, more soberly, “is that even if we’d known before, we couldn’t have done much. And now we do know, we’ll be able to scotch it. You’ll ring me?”

      “Yes, from time to time.”

      “Fine. Right, then, Gordon—oh, by the way, how’s Dodo?”

      “He’ll be all right,” said Craigie. “I rang the hospital ten minutes ago.”

      “What the hell’s got you?” Carruthers demanded as Burke rejoined him, grinning broadly.

      “The whole works,” said Burke. “I think. But mum’s the word, until I know. No sign of Tommy?”

      As Carruthers shook his head, the telephone rang. Two gentlemen were asking for Mr Burke. Would he care to speak to them?

      “Just send them up to my room please,” said Burke.

      “They’ll be from Superintendent Lewis,” he told Carruthers, as he hung up.

      They were, and they not only seemed good men, but did not look like plainclothes policemen: they looked like successful commercial travellers. Burke gave the taller man a vivid description of Tommy Wigham, and the man departed to watch the rear exit of the Railway Hotel. His colleague waited at the Station Hotel with Carruthers, watching the front entrance of the rival establishment. Burke made his way to Central Police Headquarters.

      He was thoughtful, as he walked through the streets.

      He believed he knew the cause of the affair, now, and if he was right, he could stop it. But he doubted very much whether anything could stop the strike spreading.

      Gaunt-faced men were gathered in little groups, their women conversing in strident Welsh from their doorsteps. But there was no trouble, that first night of the strike, apart from the hostile reception given to Sir Joseph Granton’s car. It seemed as if the population of Swansea was tightening its belt, ready for the struggle to come. There was a grimness about the groups Burke passed, and all the men had the pale faces of men who work in the dark.

      Burke noticed that he passed few public houses doing any trade. Was it a portent? There was, he knew, a mob rule at the beginning of strikes, which ran ‘let’s get drunk tonight and damn them tomorrow’. It was natural. To lay down tools was the biggest step in these men’s lives. Their work, for them, was the beginning and end of existence. And if they had brought themselves to the pitch of offering a challenge, more often than not the reaction brought a desire to forget, temporarily, the thing they had done.

      But there was little forgetfulness in Swansea that night, and later Burke knew there was little elsewhere. Oft-talked of, the thing had come. There was none of the madness of the suddenly conceived idea; there was the solemn determination to make a fight of it.

      And to fight, in that language, meant to hold out.

      Burke bought a paper from a newsboy and immediately the headlines hit him:

      

      
        
        COAL STRIKE SPREADS MIDLAND AREAS AFFECTED SCOTLAND EXPECTED TO STOP WORK TO-NIGHT

      

      

      

      And the thing that had put the flame to the smouldering discontent, Burke thought, had been the murder of Arthur Fordham and John Brent.
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            AGITATORS AND OTHERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Superintendent Gwiliam Lewis was a Welshman from the ‘north.’ by which he meant North Wales. But he had spent twenty-five years in the mining districts of South Wales, and he had lived through dozens of strikes. His opinion of the present one was reasoned and reasonable.

      To look at, Lewis was tall, rather sharp featured, with a pointed nose and chin. His eyes were blue, his hair between-colours, and he was clean-shaven. His lips were full, and his voice bespoke his nationality; many of his words and all his sentences ended in an upwards lilt.

      Burke was surprised, when he was ushered into the super’s room by a sergeant who obviously came from Bow, or near it, to find a second man there who looked more Yorkshire than Welsh. He was a rugged, ruddy-faced man with a rough voice and a downright manner. He had a bushy moustache and bushier eyebrows above alert, grey eyes.

      Lewis stood up with a smile as the sergeant ushered in the big man.

      “I’ve been hoping you’d come soon,” said the Super, as they shook hands. “Meet Mr Pickering.”

      Burke shook hands with Mr Pickering.

      “I thought you’d like to meet him.” Lewis pushed an open tin of cigarettes across his desk. “He’s manager of Granton’s.”

      Burke looked at Pickering again, and liked him. He sensed in this office, too, the same grimness there was outside. It was as if the very air knew of the trouble; as if the long, bleak days ahead were already having their effect.

      “Well,” Burke began, taking the seat Lewis indicated, “I’m very glad to be able to talk to you both. But first, I ought to say this: I didn’t come here, primarily, because of the strike. I’m working on a case that led here—and I know there’s a connection. So far, I can’t say just how.”

      Pickering stuck his thumbs in the armholes of his waistcoat.

      “We’ll help ye all we can,” he offered.

      “That goes without saying,” said Lewis.

      Burke nodded, smiled, and took a cigarette,

      “I’m not going to ask ‘What’s caused the strike?’. I know. It’s old-standing trouble, and it doesn’t come within my province. But there’s an immediate cause, gentlemen, starting I think from Granton’s. That’s all I know. But I suspect——”

      Pickering sat up, abruptly. His face was a genuine ruddy colour, now, and his voice was very thick.

      “Aye, the trouble started wi’ us, Mr Burke, and Ah’m telling ye now, Ah’m not surprised. Ah’ve had to do things no man would willingly do. We’re here, Ah take it, for straight talk—we’ll reach nowt wi’out it. Ah’ve been forced to work my men on bad rates, Mr Burke. Ah’ve been forced to introduce non-union men—which is worse than a red rag to a bull, as ye may know. Ah’m not saying there’s not some excuse for it. Granton’s are doing badly. But it’s bad management, Mr Burke, that’s made them do worse than others. And because of that bad management, we’ve had to cut down expenses here. And when ye start cutting a tree wi’out branches, ye’ve got to start on the tree itself. And that’s caused the trouble.”

      It was an honest statement from an honest man, and Burke figuratively took his hat off. There was something refreshingly blunt about Pickering.

      “But Ah will say this,” went on the manager, “We’d have held out, gentlemen. My men here know me, and Ah’ve promised them better things, at end of year. They’d have had ’em, or Ah’d not be manager longer. Maybe ye’ll know, Mr Burke—Lewis, here, does—that the Ministry of Mines has a commission working on it, and Ah really think things would ha’ changed for the better. Not all the men’d want. Not even what they’d deserve. But ye can’t get these things all at once, and the men know things aren’t so good with t’owners, right now. They’re reasonable men, Mr Burke. Ah’ve worked with ‘em. Ah’ve worked as a driver and a putter—and that before Ah were fourteen—and Ah’ve hewn my share on t’coal face. Rock-bottom, they’re good, sound men who want nowt more than a living wage. Ah tell ye, they’d have stayed until after the committee’s report—but we had trouble with agitators.”

      Burke’s eyes narrowed a little. Pickering squatted on the edge of Lewis’s desk, and wagged a stubby finger.

      “Ay—agitators, Mr Burke. Ah don’t know them—but Ah’ve seen their like, oft enough. They come from anywhere, a’most, and a bad pit, like Granton’s, is made for them. Yon men know their jobs. Give them the stuff to talk, and they’ll make use on’t. And trouble is, every mine in the country’s been stewing for years—and waiting for the Commission’s report is the only thing that’s held ‘em, lately. Ah’ve been praying there’d be no flare-up, but now it’s come.” Bitterly, he added: “And Ah did it ma’self. If Ah’d been half the man Ah thought, Ah’d’ve told Granton to go to hell. He’s been squeezing for years, tighter every month. And now, when trouble’s come, he wants to offer them anything. Ah’d never do it, Mr Burke. T’would have been lying to the men, and Ah’d never do it. Not that Ah t’would ha’ done any good. It came too late. And now—well, it’ll take a miracle to stop it.”

      When he had finished, there was silence for fully a minute.

      If Burke had needed any confirmation of the seriousness of this strike, Pickering had supplied it. The manager was grimly aware of the whole circumstances; he knew just what to expect.

      Burke spoke at last.

      “It’s the agitator angle I want to get at,” he said, looking at the superintendent.

      Lewis nodded, lighted a cigarette.

      “Yes, I expected it would be. Well, Mr Burke, we aren’t unused to visiting agitators, down here. No mining centre is. And we get all kinds. There’s the fanatic, who does it for nothing and because he’s a bee in his bonnet. At normal times he’s just tolerated by the men; they know he’s not reasonable. But at a time like this, they’ll listen to anything. Then there’s the discontented type—grumblers whether they’re in work or out, paid well or badly. They’ve rarely much in the ways of guts. Then we’ve got the Weekly Worker people—paid newspapermen with frankly Communist leanings. They’re more theorists than anything else, but they’re usually clever.” The superintendent smiled drily. “Well, there you’ve got the regulars.”

      Burke nodded: he was learning a lot.

      “Then,” Lewis emphasised, slowly, “you’ve got the outsiders. They combine the dangerous qualities of the others; they’re clever, they’re used to the game, they have plenty of money and they’ll use it to corrupt the men. It works like this, Mr Burke. If you’ve a shift working sixty men, these men are part of each other. They make up a family party—and often a dozen or more of them actually are related, by the way—and they think together. They’ve got to get the coal from the coal-face to the pit-head, and to earn their money, they’ve got to get it up quickly. If one of them isn’t doing his bit, the others know it—and let him know it. That’s when they’re working. But if you get disaffection—say one or two men agitating for trouble, down the pit—the whole shift is affected. So these outside agitators pay one or two men each shift. That causes the muttering down below. Then the shift comes up top, and finds two or three stumpers yelling for a strike. They’ve been prepared for it. They’re ready. And then up she comes.”

      Jim Burke nodded slowly. He could see, now, how easy it had been for anyone set on making trouble to start it at Granton’s collieries—the danger-point of the South Wales fields.

      And Sir Marcus O’Ray had almost certainly wanted trouble. He wanted Granton’s—but he couldn’t get it without Lavis’s vote, and Lavis wouldn’t attend a meeting for a long time to come.

      If O’Ray had simply planned to control Granton’s in order to strengthen the Cropper-Gordon group, there would have been no rhyme or reason to cause the stoppage. But it would be well worth O’Ray’s while to create chaos—to start trouble that would affect the Cropper-Gordon groups as well as Granton’s—if in fact whatever he was after was big enough.

      Burke believed it was.

      And then, in a flash, he saw something else. It came on him like lightning—the way he had seen the real meaning behind Sir Joseph Granton’s words. This strike would have come about whether Granton’s had been bought by O’Ray or not—but O’Ray wanted the strike; to achieve his object Burke suddenly realised he must have it! Granton’s was a comparatively small company: the reason O’Ray had wanted it, was because disaffection could easily start from it!

      But why?

      Burke thought he knew. Sir Marcus O’Ray, through the Cropper-Gordon group, wanted complete control of the English, Welsh and Scottish coalfields. Already it controlled nearly fifty per cent of the big companies. It wanted the rest...

      Of course! Burke’s mind raced on. Of course—it would be to negotiate in the midst of the strike than at any other time! The owners would lose heavily over the stoppage. They must do. They would be only too anxious to get rid of their holdings to the bigger group—and during the strike, would sell-out at much lower figures than before it.

      That wasn’t all.

      Pickering had talked of the Coal Commission. Burke had read reports of its investigations: he knew, and Pickering had confirmed, that after the Commission’s final report, mining conditions would almost certainly improve. If that improvement came about, the companies outside O’Ray’s group would not sell. They would have been through the worst period; they would have waited for the rewards of their patience.

      But now with the strike on, the miners’ leaders would not be willing to accept the report of the Coal Commission. It’s progress would be, for them, too slow. Before the strike, reason would have prevailed. Now, it wouldn’t. Absurd demands would come—they always did. The miners would lay down conditions that the owners would not and could not meet. It would take weeks—it might take months—before the miners were forced to the realisation that they were trying to get blood out of a stone.

      This was going to be a long struggle ...

      Everyone believed it. The press were agreed on it. Pickering and Lewis, with their fingers on the pulse of the strike movement, were certain of it. The owners would realise it, too.

      And rather than face the immense losses, inability to meet foreign commitments, the long struggle after the settlement to regain lost foreign and colonial markets, the coal owners would sell out to anyone who made an offer.

      Cropper-Gordon’s, or Sir Marcus O’Ray, would make that offer. At the end of it, the big company would virtually control every coal mine in the country. There would, of course, be some independent collieries, but none that mattered ...

      “I see,” Burke murmured, finally. “In other words, this would not have started without paid agitators bribing some of the miners to cause the trouble. So we can be positive that there are agitators, although we can’t be sure where they’ve come from.”

      Lewis nodded. Pickering said:

      “Ay. Mebbe they’ve Russian gold. Ah’m not denying t’Communists have stirred up trouble, in’t past——”

      Pickering appeared to pause, and then apparently decided to say nothing else. Burke said slowly:

      “You don’t think it’s Russian gold, Mr. Pickering.”

      The Yorkshireman stared at him grimly.

      “No,” he said. “Ah don’t, and that’s a fact. Ah don’t know these men. Ah’ve seen strangers t’ Swansea, strangers t’ Granton’s, and Ah’ve heeard them talking. They’ve no convictions, Mr. Burke—they’re raising trouble for sake on’t. And now we’ve got it, we’ll not stop it till it’s burned itself out—and that’ll be a sad way ahead.” Pickering shrugged, glum-faced. “Say, Lewis. Have ye anything stronger th’n water? Ah could do with a drop.”

      Lewis smiled.

      “Sorry, Pickering, but you ought to know I’m T.T. by now.”

      “I’ve a flask.” Burke took it from his hip pocket and passed it over with a grin. “Help yourself.” He looked at the super. “Do you know these agitators?”

      “Why, yes,” said Lewis. “Most of them. You’re going to ask why we don’t jail them, I suppose? They’re cunning, Mr. Burke. They just make a statement of grievances—which are partly true but highly-coloured—and then they say ‘do something about it’. They don’t say ‘strike’; they’re too wary. They leave a lot to the imagination—and the men they’ve bribed, the miners themselves, do the rest.” Lewis smiled again, but without much humour. “It’s a regular profession, strike-making. And it’s a sight easier than strike-breaking.”

      “Ay.” Pickering passed back the flask. “Thanks, Mr. Burke. Ah wish Ah could have better tidings for ye, but—”

      He still looked glum; the whisky hadn’t cheered him.

      “Well,” Burke said, “you know more about it than I do. But there’s a chance we may do something, gentlemen. This strike’s official, of course, with union backing?”

      “Ay.” said Pickering.

      “And if the union said ‘go back and wait for a while’ the men would do it?”

      “Ay. But to make it a general settlement, they’d need summat concrete to talk about.”

      “We might find it.” Burke rose. “Is it possible for me to see some of the agitators?”

      “Yes,” said Lewis. “But not tonight. They’ll be indoors, some place, planning the campaign for tomorrow.”

      “What time in the morning?”

      “Oh, eight-thirty—nine o’clock.”

      “Nine o’clock will suit me. And if it’s possible, Mr. Pickering, I’d like to see Granton’s pits—and your special brand of revolutionaries.”

      “Ay, and ye’re welcome,” said Pickering.

      “Then I’ll see you both tomorrow morning.” Burke offered his hand. “Good-night, Mr. Lewis. Good-night, Mr. Pickering, and hope for the best!”

      There was silence in the superintendent’s office for a minute after he had gone. Then Pickering said:

      “D’ye know? Ah wouldna’ be surprised if yon man didn’t find summat.”

      “I was thinking exactly the same thing,” nodded Superintendent Lewis. “Well—we can’t do anything more, tonight. I’ll walk home with you.”

      Back at the Station Hotel, Burke found everything as he had left it. Tommy Wigham had not shown himself at the front or back of the Railway Hotel. It was possible, of course, that he knew he was being watched; it was even possible he would adopt a disguise which, in the darkness, could get him past even Burke and Carruthers, who knew him. That had to be chanced.

      They divided the night into watches. Burke and Carruthers took the first, from midnight onwards, and were relieved by the plainclothes men at four o’clock. It was just before seven that Burke awakened quickly, as a Welsh voice called:

      “He’s gone out the front way, Mr. Burke.”

      Burke jumped out of bed and strode to join the man at the window. Tommy Wigham was on the opposite side of the road, talking—Burke grinned as he saw it—to a policeman.

      “Thanks,” he said. “If he moves off before I’m ready, you cut after him. If there’s anything to report after eight-forty-five, try for me at the superintendent’s office.”

      “Right, sir.”

      The detective kept watch. Three minutes later, he turned to say:

      “He’s moving—well! That was quick work.”

      Burke, fully dressed, grinned.

      “Force of habit. I’ll be after him, and you’d better come with me. I’ll follow you—keeping thirty or forty yards behind, all the time. He doesn’t know you, but he knows me very well.”

      As the man nodded and hurried out, Burke turned to where Bob Carruthers was still sleeping the sleep of the just, his blond hair beautifully in place, as ever, a poke in the ribs brought him immediately awake, and Burke said:

      ’Tell the man at the back, that there’s nothing for him to do for a while. If I’m not back by nine, telephone Headquarters and tell Lewis I’ll turn up when I can.”

      Carruthers rolled out of bed, already on the job.

      “All right, old son. Steady as you go.”

      The first detective was at the end of the street by the time Burke reached the pavement. Burke got within thirty yards of him, and then kept his distance. Why was Tommy Wigham up so early? Was it possible he had work to do that couldn’t be done, decently, when the world was fully awake?

      Swansea seemed dead, that morning—even for seven o’clock, Burke mused. There were few people about, and even fewer cars. Cars! What a damned fool he was being—if Wigham went for his car, it would be easy to loose him. And he had left the Austin at the same garage as Wigham’s Morris: he couldn’t get his car out while Wigham was there. He caught the detective up handed him his garage ticket, and gave him the car’s number and description.

      “If our man goes for his car,” he said, “the Austin’s in the same garage.”

      “Right.” The man nodded. “I’ll watch it.”

      It was later that Burke learned the detective’s name was Lloyd. He was the taller of the two, and he seemed capable of tackling any emergency. Burke was as satisfied as if he had had one of the Arrans with him, but he wished all the same, that Toby Arran would arrive soon. Craigie had promised mid-day. Mid-day might be too late ...

      Five minutes later, Tommy Wigham entered the garage.

      Lloyd followed him in and, with Burke silently applauding, came out on his tail. Burke, half-hidden in a shop doorway, watched the Morris go by. Tommy Wigham was looking serious; he did not look, now, the fool he had seemed when Burke first met him.

      “I’d give a lot,” Burke muttered, “to know what he’s thinking. But knowing where he’s going will help.”

      The Austin came up just as the Morris turned a corner. Burke jumped in and spread himself over the rear seat, to avoid being seen if Wigham should look back. Lloyd drove well, but neither car travelled at much more than thirty, and Burke had time to look round.

      What he saw appalled him.

      They were outside Swansea now, and in the mining area itself. Rows of small houses were packed close together; dirty, grim, depressing. To the right and left the pit-heads made stark outlines against a grey sky. There were slag heaps in profusion, little hills of dark grey waste, and the darkness seemed to imbue everything around. There was no colour. The countryside was drab—dirty—washed out. Here and there, grass had managed to force itself to the surface, but even that was discoloured; there was no freshness in the green.

      There were few people about.

      Those who were, all men and boys, were dressed badly; often in rags. Their faces were clean—scrubbed to a pasty whiteness. Their eyes were brilliant; the dark fringes of coaldust on eyelids and lashes would take weeks to disappear completely. Now and then, among the grim-faced little groups—rarely did Burke see a man alone—he heard a sing-song Welsh voice raised in protest. Always, the theme was the same—the miners’ rights, the employers’ injustices.

      The road went upwards, slightly, and looking back Burke could see over a wide, wasted area. Five miles away the grey mass of Swansea made a background, and here and there he glimpsed the glassy waters of an equally grey sea. Above Swansea there was a thin haze of smoke, but the air grew clearer over the pit-heads. Chimneys, girders, pulleys, rail trucks and rusty railway lines comprised the greater part of the scene, all stark and somehow ominous in their utter stillness. For there was no sign of life ...

      No smoke came from the chimneys. No sound came from the pits. No trucks moved along network of lines; here and there, little groups of them were stuck, like wreckage thrown up by a high-tide.

      It wasn’t Burke’s first glimpse of the area. He had been through here before, and even then he had known that less than half the pits were working. But the place had been alive. Smoke had belched, trucks had moved, men had hurried, the big pulleys at the pit-heads had whirled round and round, lowering one cage to the depths below, bringing another up.

      Now, it was dead ...

      The tragedy of it seemed to hit Burke like a physical blow. He turned away from the desolation, and looked ahead. The Morris was still travelling at a steady thirty miles an hour.

      Lloyd glanced round.

      “What shall I do if he turns off, Mr. Burke?”

      “Go past the end of his road,” said Burke. “There are plenty of places where we can hide the car, and go back after him. Where are we now?”

      “In the Granton fields.”

      “Oh, are we?” Burke murmured.

      The Austin topped a rise. Looking down, Burke saw another of the mining villages he had passed so often; the same hovels huddled together, the same surface dirt everywhere.

      Smoke curled from a few of the cottage chimneys, but none came from the stacks. There were twenty or thirty pit-heads, Burke reckoned, over an area of four or five square miles.

      Silence reigned here, too, but it was silence undermined by the murmur of men’s voices.

      This place was waking up. Burke saw more men about, and larger groups. He saw also policemen—mounted and on foot—some of whom were talking to the miners. The tension Burke had sensed in Swansea was worse here. Hostile glances came their way. Sometimes, someone—usually a youth—yelled abuse, but mostly there was silence and suspicion. At the Granton fields distrust was rife ...

      Tommy Wigham drew up outside a house larger than any of the others in sight, and disappeared inside. Out of the corner of his eye, Burke saw that it was a pub. A name Burke couldn’t distinguish was painted on a black board, but the paint was worn away. The exterior was weather-beaten, the one big front window broken and boarded up. No man was near it.

      Lloyd drove past the place and pulled up two hundred yards away, just outside the village. The Austin was hidden from view by a corrugated iron shed, the walls of which were painted red and covered with chalk marks, messages, and slogans—the predominating word being: ‘strike’.

      Burke got out, glad of the chance to stretch his legs.

      “Can you get another car here?” he asked, without much hope.

      Lloyd nodded.

      “There’ll be two or three, brought by our men. I could get one, in emergency.”

      “Good. We might need one. There’s a telephone, I take it?”

      “Oh, yes—in the pit manager’s office for one. We passed it before we reached the place where Wigham’s gone. A small, brick building right on the other side of the village.”

      “I noticed it,” Burke nodded. “I’ll make my way back there, and you can get a message to me if Wigham moves. Whatever happens, keep on his tail. I’ll wait here for the super and Pickering.”

      “Right,” said the confident Lloyd. “But just a word in your ear, Mr. Burke. Be careful where you go and what you say. These people get funny ideas in their heads—and they’re nasty when they get out of hand.”

      Burke grinned.

      “I think I can manage.”

      “I hope you can,” said Lloyd, grimly.

      To reach the manager’s office, Burke had to cross the railway lines that led towards it from the various pit-heads. As he worked his way round, keeping out of sight of the pub where Tommy Wigham had gone, he was deep in thought.

      Consequently, it was a surprise when a stone caught him in the middle of the back. He jumped, and swung round. A second stone missed his head by a fraction. A third stubbed the ground at his feet.

      Trouble had come!
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            DANGER DOWN BELOW

          

        

      

    

    
      There was no-one in sight, but there were a dozen places where men could hide. As Burke located several pairs of feet behind a coal truck, three or four more stones hurtled towards him. A split second later, others came from the right and he gasped as one caught him in the ribs. Then for the first time he heard voices—a roar of derision that made the blood rush to his head.

      He knew, now, why Lloyd had warned him.

      But it was too late to wish he’d acted differently. He was half-surrounded by men he couldn’t see, and he knew he was in very real danger.

      Burke didn’t lack courage, but he had little chance against a hostile mob. He had his guns, of course, but he would only use them as a last resort. So he did the only thing that occurred to him. He spun round on his heels, ducked, and ran.

      His flight was a signal for the men to come out of hiding. Behind and to the right and left of him, little crowds of them came running, shouting, jeering. Stones and chunks of coal were coming thick and fast, now. It was by luck alone that none scored a direct hit.

      Burke ran on, grimly.

      He had no way of knowing how far he was from the main street of the village. There were plenty of police in the Granton field, but ten minutes could well dispense with all need for the police. Burke realised the ugly note behind the jeers: The men were after his blood. God! What fools men were!

      He was running hard, now, and he was outdistancing his pursuers, slowly. But as he turned to glance back over his shoulder, a small flint caught him about the right eye and blood started to flow down his cheek.

      The sight of it seemed to infuriate the men.

      There was a howl that split the air. A big piece of coal smashed on to the ground just behind him: if it had caught his head, it would have brained him. There was a savage, menacing note in the men’s voices. The blood was half-blinding him and he knew it would be touch and go.

      And then he stubbed his foot on a railway sleeper, and went flying. Alarm surged through him and not for the first time in his life, Jim Burke felt real fear.

      He knew that it was madness, now, to try and run for it. They’d catch him, for he was winded badly from the fall. He’d have to face them, he knew, and his heart thumped at the prospect.

      He’d under-estimated their number.

      There were forty men at least, and there was real hatred in their faces. Only one thing gave him any glimmer of hope: While he was down, no stones came.

      He got up slowly, and turned to face them. They were ten yards away, now, led by a giant of a man who topped Burke’s six-feet-two by fully three inches. His little eyes were glittering viciously as he looked at Burke, who waited, tense and virtually helpless.

      Blood from the cut on his forehead blinded his right eye and dripped on to his coat. His hair was awry, and the knee of one trousers-leg had been ripped open. He was breathing hard, and his fists were clenched.

      For a fraction of a second, the crowd stopped. Jim Burke did not look inviting, even for them. But their giant of a leader started to rouse them.

      “Let’s get at him,” he bellowed. “The dirty, lousy tyke—let him see what we think of him. Come on, blast yer, come on!”

      The crowd was only a couple of yards behind him as he dashed forward—but Burke went to meet him. There was a split-second of almost blank amazement as the others hesitated. And then Burke met his man.

      “Ready?” he spat at him.

      “Why, yer—!”

      “Come on!” snapped Burke.

      His clenched right fist flashed out with deadly accuracy, and as the other’s nose streamed blood, his bellow rent the air. Then with a ferociousness that sent Burke staggering back, the giant came on. Twice, his fist crashed into Burke’s stomach; twice, Burke steeled himself and took the blow. Then for a split second, the huge man was off his balance...

      Burke used his chance. He swung a left—and Burke’s left was a thing to dream about. It caught the giant behind the ear and sent him flying sideways, so that he struck the ground face-first. But even in the heat of the moment, Burke could admire the huge man’s courage.

      As he staggered to his feet, three or four of the others started forward. Snarling, the giant waved them back. There was something abysmal in his fury—in the primitive urge to finish his slaughter for himself.

      As he came on again, head down and arms whirling, Burke side-stepped and gave him a crashing blow to the side of the head as he blundered past. Now the crowd was silent—watching, wide-eyed, this battle of giants. The huge man came again; and this time Burke waited for him. For sixty terrific seconds, they stood and pounded each other.

      Burke was in the pink of condition—but so was the giant. Years spent hewing coal had developed muscles even Burke could envy. But he lacked one thing Burke had—the ability to keep his body stiff, so that the blows were half-deadened. Burke kept up his rain of jabs, thudding mercilessly and with dreadful regularity at the other’s midriff. The giant’s breath grew short; he was gasping, and tears ran down his face to mingle with the blood still streaming from his nose. But he kept on...

      Burke was very close to finished. Never in his life had he faced an onslaught like this, and every breath sent red-hot needles through his lungs. He kept his lips tight, and he didn’t give an inch, but his arms were like lead weights and his fists were red and raw. Even pain was almost lost in his dreadful, overwhelming weariness. It couldn’t go on...

      It stopped, as a thing like that was bound to stop, with startling suddenness. The other man gasped, shuddered once, and then his great body seemed to crumple and he fell forward on his face.

      Burke swayed...

      Through a mist, he saw the crowd about him; through the buzzing in his head, he heard voices. Somehow, he kept on his feet. As he dashed his right hand through his hair, pushing it back from his eyes, wiping the blood away, his voice cracked out:

      “Wait a minute—!”

      He didn’t know whether they had started for him, yet, but the very fierceness of his voice stopped them. They stared at him—and then gasped as they saw his right hand.

      His voice cracked out again.

      “See that? It’s a gun. I could have used it ten minutes ago, if I’d wanted to—”

      And then in a gesture that might have cost him his life, he hurled the automatic away from him. It smacked down on a heap of stones, jarring the trigger. A tongue of flame spat out, and a bullet buried itself harmlessly in the ground.

      Burke didn’t look at it. He looked at the white faces of the men in front of him, and he knew that he had won.

      “Now,” he was saying, ten minutes later. “What was it all about?”

      He was a good mixer, and as he smiled somewhat grimly at the men about him, he spoke in a way that suggested he was one of them. There was a sheepish air about the crowd, and it was mob no longer.

      He was sitting propped up against the wheel of a coal truck, and propped against the next was the giant who had fought him. From heaven-knew-where, towels and water had come, and Burke had been grateful for the ensuing ministrations. His head smarted, his eyes ached, and his lacerated fists felt like nothing on earth; in a few hours, he knew, his body would be black and blue; and at the moment it probably resembled raw meat; it felt far worse than his hands. But he could see clearly, now, he could breathe easily, and his mouth had escaped the battering.

      The first words that had pierced the dullness of his brain after the fight had been from the giant near him, who had recovered his voice quickly. It had run.

      “Gawd! I’m still alive!”

      Burke had started the chuckle. Humour was back with the men, now—and with humour, reason. So he put his question, and as he put it he brought out his flask and passed it to the giant. The man stared unbelievingly, out of swelling eyes.

      “Help yourself,” Burke invited.

      “Now weren’t that worth scrappin’ fer?” demanded a wag. “Don’t yer want it, Mike, or shall I help yer?”

      “No ruddy fear you won’t!” said the giant. He took a swig, sighed, wiped his mouth on the back of a bloody hand, and passed the flask back to Burke, who wasn’t sorry for a swallow. Then:

      “What was it about?” he asked again.

      The big man, whose right cheek was swelling visibly, spat thoughtfully and said:

      “Well, Mister, I ain’t goin’ ter say I’m sorry—but I will say you can take it! But arter Granton come poking ‘is blasted nose in, yesterday, I reckon you were a fool to come. And that’s flat, ain’t it?”

      “Yes,” said Burke, “but why a fool?”

      The big man—whose Cockney origin was so obvious that Burke was puzzled to find him representing a Welsh group—spat again.

      “Now look here, Mr. Lavis, yer know——”

      Very quickly, Burke understood. He smiled as best he could and interrupted.

      “The name’s Burke,” he said. “I’m not Lavis.”

      The man gaped. Burke was conscious of a mutter of surprise amongst the others, all of whom were staring at him oddly. The giant named Mike swore roundly. Then:

      “Aincha’, then? Well—‘oo the ‘ell are yer?”

      “We’d better get down to it,” said Burke. “I’m a plain clothes man, after someone for a job in London. I’d heard rumours he was down here, and I came to find out. No—wait a minute. He’s connected with your trouble, and for that reason I know who you mean by Lavis. Lavis is a director of the company——”

      “The ruddy——” started a stocky man, scowling.

      “‘Old it, Spark,” commanded the giant, effectively.

      “Thanks,” said Burke. “And you’ve been told that I’m Lavis, and you’re after his blood—because he’s a director. That isn’t far out, is it?”

      “It’s O.K.,” said Mike.

      “Who told you?” asked Burke.

      “Smith, the lousy swipe!” growled Mike. “I never did like that bloke. ‘Ere—what’s this guy like, you’re arter?”

      “About medium height, with pug nose and freckles. He calls himself Wigham——’

      “And ‘e calls hisself Smith!” The giant heaved himself to his feet. Confronted by his vastness, Burke marvelled that he had managed to stand up to the man’s battering. “Wotcher want ‘im for?”

      Burke smiled a little, and said quietly:

      “A lot of things, but chiefly for giving a bunch of grapes to a girl—with arsenic in each grape.”

      Mike stared down at him.

      “Murder! The ruddy whelp! ‘Ere—”

      “She didn’t die,” said Burke, “but that wasn’t his fault. No, there’s no hurry, Mike—he’s gone, by now.”

      “He was there an hour ago,” growled the giant. “And I reckon he’ll be there now. I’m goin’ ter see.”

      Shrugging resignedly, Burke climbed painfully to his feet and followed. Unlike Mike, he was not surprised to find the Morris missing. Mr. Smith—alias Wigham—had realised his game was up, and he made himself scarce.

      Wigham—or whatever his real name was—Burke reflected bleakly, took his chances as they came. He had seen Burke: he would know the miners on the Granton field for a dangerous lot who had been worked up to a pitch of fury by constant suppression. And he would know that if they got at one of the directors—as they believed they had been doing—it would have gone hard with him.

      The mob knows no law——

      Young Lavis, in the same circumstances, might not have died; he would certainly have been beaten senseless.

      Burke surveyed the white, strained faces of men who, so short a while before, had been like beasts. It was beyond his understanding. For now they were of all things—men.

      “I thought he’d be gone,” Burke nodded, as Mike and two of his mates came out of the pub, after their fruitless search. “But don’t worry—I’ll get him. Now, I’d like to learn some thing. First—we’re forgetting our little battle. Any complaints?”

      Someone chuckled and there was a general chorus of “No”.

      “Fine. Now—Pickering’s your manager. I’ve heard it said that you get on all right with him?”

      “Pick’s O.K.,” said Mike. “Why?”

      “I’d like you,” Burke told him, “and one or two others, to come with me and talk to Pickering—and Lewis, the Swansea police superintendent. I want them to hear just how much this man Smith has had to do with the trouble. Will you?”

      Mike (whose other name, it afterwards transpired, was Cator and who had come from London a few years before as a non-union man, to change his views after he had been down the pit once or twice) looked at the big man out of his closing eyes, spat again, and grunted.

      “Yep. I’ll take yer.”

      “That’s fine,” said a gratified James William Burke.

      He had not said “this isn’t a trick“; he knew he could rely on Pickering and Lewis to take no official notice of his battered face and lacerated knuckles. And he was certain, now, that the man who had organised the agitators at the Granton field was none other than Tommy Wigham, alias Smith.

      It was.

      Mike Cator told the truth, flatly and unabashed. Smith had started the trouble a week before, and he’d done his work well. The long-suffering miners had been roused out of what he had termed their lethargy. When, afterwards, Burke learned the actual things that had happened on the field, he could understand the men’s fury: The Granton pit conditions had been almost as bad as in the nineties.

      But as he listened to Mike Cator in the manager’s office, Burke was chiefly concerned with his story as it affected the Fordham-Brent case. And they all knew, now, that Wigham, who was almost certainly backed by O’Ray, had started the stoppage that had closed down every pit in England and Wales. Now, Wigham was away—but Lloyd was after him. It could surely be only a matter of time, before he was caught...

      But Jim Burke didn’t know everything, and he certainly couldn’t see into the future.

      Meanwhile, in London, Gordon Craigie had been busy. He had seen, with Burke, the probable extent of the activities of O’Ray and Fordham; a lot of things were clearer, after that telephone talk. And they grew even more obvious as report after report came in.

      Craigie had pulled every string he knew to get the information. He had learned, early on, that O’Ray, as chairman and managing-director of the Cropper-Gordon group, controlled forty-three coal-fields; twenty-five of them in the Durham area, and six each in South Wales, Northumberland and Derbyshire. Then Superintendent Horace Miller, who had been called on to help and had interviewed O’Ray’s broker, had discovered that O’Ray had bought, under his broker’s cover, a substantial parcel of Midland Colliery Association shares. And the Midland group was second only to Cropper-Gordon’s in importance...

      Miller had discovered something else, from the same man.

      There had been a lot of trouble, getting the shares. A Mr. David Seabright, acting for someone unknown, had fought tooth and nail for them. Seabright, Miller was told, had given up trying to get Midlands, but when O’Ray’s broker had turned his attention to the big Northumberland group, he had been unable to make a purchase. Seabright had got in first.

      It was at half-past two that morning when Seabright, a bluff man of middle-age, was awakened by a nervous servant and told that a police-superintendent wished to see him. Seabright kept his temper, and told the truth.

      He was—or had been—buying for Arthur Fordham.

      By half-past ten on the following morning, all the information about English, Welsh and Scottish coal companies was in Craigie’s hands. He made a summary of the position, for his own easy reference. It ran:

      

      Controlling

      Substantial Share

      No

      

      Interest

      Interest

      Interest

      O’Ray:

      45%

      30%

      25%

      Fordham:

      10%

      15%

      75%

      

      Between them, then, O’Ray and Fordham had virtually controlled the British coal trade. But more than that, the figures spoke volumes for the bitterness of the fight for control between Arthur Fordham and Sir Marcus O’Ray. And compared with O’Ray’s, Craigie found, Fordham’s activities had only very recently started.

      Then the oil figures began to arrive.

      The information trickled through slowly, and slowly it built up. Fordham had been quieter than O’Ray: he had bought through a number of ‘dummies’ who had hardly realised for whom they were acting.

      In the last two years, however, O’Ray’s oil interests had started to overtake Fordham’s. All along, it was obvious O’Ray had had more money and a sounder backing. Nevertheless, Fordham had still been well ahead at the time of his death. The summary ran:

      

      Controlling

      Substantial Share

      No

      

      Interest

      Interest

      Interest

      Fordham:

      40%

      20%

      40%

      O’Ray:

      25%

      35%

      40%

      

      But it was not until the news came in from abroad that Craigie realised the full extent of O’Ray’s scheme, and then he marvelled at the unscrupulousness of it. For O’Ray had spread his interests to every European coal-producing company with the exception of Soviet Russia.

      “So,” Craigie murmured to himself, “the strike won’t worry him. He’ll get it, either way. The foreign producers will step into our markets during the strike, but during the strike, he’ll push up the price to the consumer. He can influence British and Continental prices both: in fact, he can do what he likes.”

      Craigie stared at the figures. It was startling that one man could gain such power.

      But that wasn’t all.

      Both O’Ray and Fordham had been fighting for a controlling interest in oil. That was why Fordham had worked like mad to get the Ranian concession, and his success there must have been a big blow to O’Ray. In short, each man had been fighting for the control of coal and oil—the two major fuels. Given that, they could have worked one with the other. It was a mighty vision; the extent of it fully explained the ruthlessness of the killings. For it was obvious to Gordon Craigie that Sir Marcus O’Ray had made one fatal mistake. He had tried to get the Ranian concession by killing Fordham and then forcing Katrina Fordham’s hand; so the murder of Fordham would have served two purposes. First, Granton’s pit would have been controlled, for Lavis’s resistance would not have amounted to much, afterwards. Second, the Ranian concession would have passed into O’Ray’s hands.

      They wouldn’t now, thought Craigie. He had enough against O’Ray, he believed to convict the man; certainly he could kill his scheme to control coal and oil.

      But—he couldn’t stop the strike.

      Craigie reached for a particular telephone and spoke for some ten minutes to a Very Important Personage. That done, he called Sir William Fellowes, Police Commissioner, and told him bluntly—that he wanted O’Ray arrested and held—and that there would be no opposition from the Home Secretary.

      “Consider it done,” Fellowes promised.

      But he failed to keep that promise, for a very good reason.

      For at that very moment, a Daimler saloon was driving up to O’Ray’s Grosvenor Street house, and at the same time a man in a low-crowned trilby hat lurched into the garden at the rear. At the front, Wally Davidson of Department Z was on watch. He suspected the Daimler’s driver, and he was ready for trouble. It came—in the shape of a volley of bullets from a Thompson sub-machine gun; Davidson’s head just seemed to split inside, and he crumpled up. At the same moment, O’Ray opened the front door of the house, hurried down the steps and entered the Daimler, which roared off again only seconds after it had drawn up.

      At the rear of the house a second Department Z man, Martin Best, heard the rattle of the machine gun and saw the man in the low-crowned trilby a split-second before the man saw him.

      He guessed in a flash what had happened at the front, and didn’t waste time or pity. He fired three times from his pocket and the American crumpled up, his machine-gun clattering to the ground from beneath his coat. Best saw his hands clawed his stomach, and came away wet with blood.

      He didn’t waste a second look on him: he went through the house like a tornado and out through the front door. And swore savagely at the sight of Wally Davidson, his colleague and very great friend, sprawled in an apparently lifeless heap, while three trickles of blood stained the grey-flagged pavement beneath him.
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      It was half-past three when Burke telephoned Craigie from Swansea. Burke had bathed, been patched and bandaged up, and been gently and wonderfully massaged with soothing embrocation. Walking was still an ordeal; but it was already less so than it had been, and he could at least be pleased with the way things were going.

      He wasn’t so cheerful when he heard Craigie’s report.

      “How is Wally?” he asked.

      “Touch and go,” said Craigie, soberly, “and I’m afraid it’ll be go, Jim. But—you must get Wigham. We’re completely fogged by O’Ray, but your man’s on Wigham’s tail and that should get us to O’Ray, in time.”

      “I’ll get him,” Burke swore, with more determination than conviction. The news of the Grosvenor Street attack had taken the wind out of his sails. Moreover, Lloyd—the Swansea man—was not back, and he had not telephoned any report. It was more than possible that he had gone the way of the others.

      “Try,” said Craigie. “Has Toby arrived yet?”

      “Yes. An hour ago.” Burke remembered, suddenly: “What about the other business, with Fordham and O’Ray?”

      “You were right,” Craigie told him, quietly. “The thing was too big for us to see, Jim. At the bottom of the Granton business was O’Ray’s determination to use it as a start for the strike, so as to get control. He has foreign interests so the strike wouldn’t harm him a great deal. And he’s been fighting Fordham on the oil game, with the idea of merging coal and oil.”

      Burke said slowly:

      “A very clever gentleman, Gordon. But he’s finished, now, after the Grosvenor Street shooting.”

      “He’s been ready for trouble,” growled Craigie, “or I’m a Dutchman. He’ll have a getaway prepared. So hurry.”

      “I’ll do what I can,” said Burke.

      When he returned to Toby Arran and Bob Carruthers, he told them, grimly, what had happened. And three members of Department Z thought of one thing only: the need to get O’Ray—Wigham—Graydon—and the gunmen. In one batch.

      “And don’t forget,” Burke told them, “we haven’t traced Katrina Fordham yet. Or her—‘double’, is that the word?”

      The telephone shrilled out and he bent stiffly to the instrument. But as he listened, he forgot his aches and pains. Carruthers and Arran watched him, sharing some of the excitement he obviously felt.

      He replaced the receiver at last.

      “Wigham’s heading back for Granton’s field! So he must have a damned good reason for going there. Oh—my side!”

      “It’ll teach you to be gentle,” said Toby Arran, but he helped the big man down the stairs, a David and Goliath spectacle that made the middle-aged telephonist beam. But she would have beamed at Burke in any situation.

      Ten minutes later, the three stopped at Police headquarters, and collected Superintendent Lewis; further along they picked up George Pickering. At four o’clock, with darkness already beginning to settle across the black countryside, they started for the Granton field in Toby Arran’s Bentley.

      They did not get a good reception from the crowds in Swansea. Groups of people stared at them bitterly, here and there a woman cried in condemnation. But Burke hardly noticed it. He wanted to get to Granton’s. He urged Toby to hurry, and cared nothing for the agony the speed caused him.

      “Another quarter of a mile,” said Pickering, suddenly. “Ah hope we get Smith—or Wigham, as ye call him.”

      “Your hope is a mild one, compared with mine,” Burke told him. “I——God!”

      The thing came out of the blue.

      A crackle of sound, a dozen stabs of flame through the darkness; the thudding of bullets into the wheels and sides of the Bentley, the terrific roar of a bursting tyre!

      The Bentley seemed to screech in human agony as Toby wrenched at the wheel, trying desperately to keep the car on its four wheels, but it lurched sickeningly, like a live thing. Pickering and Lewis sprawled against Burke, and Pickering’s elbow jerked up like a ramrod against Burke’s chin.

      A sound like the rushing of water surged through Burke’s head; and then blackness came.

      The Bentley steadied, miraculously. Toby, sweating and swearing, brought it to a standstill and as soon as he dared, reached for his gun. But before he touched it a dazzling beam of light shot out from nearby. A laconic, nasal voice said:

      “Put ’em up—and march.”

      Two machine-guns reinforced the argument. Toby Arran opened the door and stepped into the road. Carruthers followed him. Bewildered and shaky, Pickering and Lewis did as they were told. There was a mutter of voices as all four men were frisked and automatics were taken from Toby Arran and Bob Carruthers. Then blackness swallowed six men; one with a machine-gun in front, one with a machine-gun behind, and four tight-lipped, helpless captives in the middle.

      There were things that Department Z agents didn’t make a practice of doing, and one was arguing with machine-guns without some preparation.

      Ten minutes later, a telephone bell rang in Gordon Craigie’s office in Whitehall. Craigie lifted the receiver—and for the first time in his life heard a voice on that line he didn’t recognise; only men whom he knew very well indeed had the number of that office.

      It was a pleasant voice, mellow, and with a hint of laughter in it. Craigie’s lips tightened as he heard it.

      “Craigie? This is O’Ray——”

      “Go on,” said Gordon Craigie, very softly.

      “Thank you.” Sir Marcus O’Ray laughed a little. “I persuaded Carruthers to part with your number, Craigie, under somewhat severe pressure.”

      “Yes,” said Craigie, in that soft voice.

      “I’m ready to admit you’ve beaten me,” conceded O’Ray. “I made a big mistake in worrying about the Ranian concession. But that is by the way. I want to leave England, Craigie, with my friends—and I need a clear passage.”

      “I can well imagine that,” said Gordon Craigie.

      “In different circumstances,” said O’Ray, “I should have found that remark amusing. Listen, Craigie. I have Mrs. Katrina Fordham here, alive. You would not like her to die. I have Burke—”

      Craigie’s eyes narrowed, but he did not speak. O’Ray paused for a moment, then went on:

      “I hoped that would be a shock, but it doesn’t matter. I have Carruthers, as you will have inferred, Toby Arran, and two gentlemen whose names I don’t know but appear to be of some importance in Swansea. At the moment, all of them are in a cage—”

      “A what?” snapped Craigie.

      “In a cage—the cage that goes down the shaft of a coal-mine, Craigie. I have the engine-room working, and I have the pit-head adequately fortified against any immediate trouble from the police.”

      “Go on.”

      “You are a man of exemplary patience.” Sir Marcus O’Ray laughed again. “As soon as I leave the telephone, I am sending your friends down, and I shall persuade them to get to the coal face. They will be in the dark, Craigie. Have you ever been in a mine with lights? If you have, you can imagine what it is like without. They will stay there until I have your assurance that I can leave England—with my friends. And please don’t think,” he added gently, “that I shall leave myself open to a trap. I shall guard against that very efficiently.”

      There was a pause.

      O’Ray ended it by saying: “Well?”

      “You know perfectly well that I won’t bargain with you,” said Gordon Craigie, crisply.

      Sir Marcus laughed.

      “I was afraid you would need some persuasion. No Craigie. Think. Your friends will be three—four—five hundred yards below the ground. They will be able to wander along travelling ways that stretch a mile or more north and south. They will be in absolute darkness—the darkness that drives men mad. Unless your answer is ‘yes’, none of them will ever come up alive.”

      “They will,” said Gordon Craigie.

      “I don’t think you quite appreciate the position.” O’Ray might have been speaking to a young and obstinate co-director: “I have men here who know how to operate the engine-room, and I can thus lower or haul up a cage to suit myself. If I was really convinced you meant ‘no’, I would immediately destroy that engine-room. The cages could not be moved. And I would, of course, make sure that the other shaft was blocked——”

      “You’re wasting your time,” said Craigie.

      “I hope not.” O’Ray’s voice was very gentle. “At the moment, we have reached the point where your friends are wandering beneath the ground in darkness—in a positive blackness, Craigie. They will have no food. They will breath gases that are not good for men—which are, in fact, very painful; for I shall interfere with the air shafts. Obviously. And I shall leave with each one of them a box of matches and a candle——”

      He paused, and for the first time the real horror of this situation bit into Craigie’s mind. O’Ray realised the effect of his words. He went on, more softly:

      “Try and imagine it, Craigie. Darkness—for hours. Silence. Lost in the bowels of the earth, Craigie—and with matches and candles. How long do you think they will last without lighting one?”

      Craigie didn’t answer. O’Ray went on:

      “They’ll light those matches, Craigie. They’ll light them because they won’t be able to stand it—and then...”

      Craigie felt sick with the horror of it.

      O’Ray chuckled, a light, easy chuckle.

      “Will you let me know what arrangements you are making for my free passage? Mine—and of course, my friends?”

      Craigie pushed a weary hand through his thinning hair.

      “Ring me in an hour,” he said, in a dead voice.

      “I shouldn’t leave it longer,” O’Ray told him genially, “because Burke and his friends will be getting nervous, by then. Big men are particularly afraid of the dark, I’ve heard.”

      O’Ray rang off. For a minute afterwards, Craigie sat in his chair, staring at nothing. It was—impasse. It would be absolutely impossible to rescue the men—and Katrina Fordham. He didn’t see anything for it but capitulation. He’d asked for an hour. He could get the thing approved in ten minutes, if he urged it enough.

      Suddenly, tensely, he lifted the receiver again, and spoke to Timothy Arran, at Byways, in Surrey. He said:

      “I’ve just heard from O’Ray. He says he’s in Wales, but it might be a trick. Watch everything closer. That’s all.”

      As Craigie replaced the receiver, he looked old, haggard, defeated. The thing had come so swiftly, at a time when he had thought it was only a matter of hours before the end——

      Although even the end, as Craigie had seen it, had been inconclusive. He had confidence in himself, and his men, sufficiently to think they would get O’Ray and those who worked for him. But he did not believe strongly enough in the Government to bring to a swift conclusion the stoppage that had laid the coal-fields idle and which, gradually, would grip British trade in a stranglehold. The commercial life of the country would be in the throes of a creeping paralysis.

      Craigie knew how far this thing could go.

      There were mutterings already of a Transport strike. There was real alarm in Government departments, for even the big men saw the danger signals. The spark of discord had been liberated; if it touched the powder-keg of national trade unionism, it would mean calamity at a time when Britain was fighting desperately to improve trade figures, when comparative prosperity—prosperity, that was, compared with the desolation of so many other countries—suggested that we had at last turned the corner of industrial depression.

      Craigie didn’t see that he could do anything at all. It was beyond him, a matter now for the Ministries of Labour and Coal; for the Government itself. Craigie’s part had always been beneath the surface. His task was to prevent the trouble starting, but this time he had failed. He told himself wearily that even had he heard, beforehand, of the threats against Dick Lavis, he would not have seriously considered the possibility of widespread trouble. But he might have sent someone to look at the Granton fields; in fact, he would have done.

      The thing could have been stopped then, but Craigie had come into it too late. He didn’t blame Miller. No-one could reasonably have suspected that the effort to force Lavis out of the Granton board of directors was in any way connected with the working conditions at the mines.

      But it had been. And from it, this had come.

      Craigie knew his capabilities, as well as his limitations. He knew that if he telephoned the Home Secretary and put the position bluntly, arrangements would be made by which O’Ray and his men escaped from the country. Afterwards, every effort to find them would be made; but while those six people were at the bottom of a mine, to try and arrest O’Ray was to invite mass slaughter.

      Craigie thought of the darkness of the pit, the torment...

      He clenched his fists, cursing his helplessness. He might have tried to fight if he had been at the field, but here in London there was nothing he could do but capitulate.

      Just a quarter of an hour after Sir Marcus O’Ray had rung off, Craigie’s telephone rang again. Craigie lifted the receiver, wearily.

      “Fellowes,” the Chief Commissioner announced himself, into Craigie’s ear. “I’ve just heard from Swansea—”

      “So have I,” said Craigie, grimly.

      “What do you know?” asked Fellowes.

      Craigie told him, briefly.

      “O’Ray was wrong in just one thing,” the Commissioner growled. “He hasn’t got Burke. I’ve heard from Police Headquarters there and from the sound of it, hell’s let loose. And Burke’s in the middle of it—what’s that?”

      “I’m going up there,” Craigie repeated. “Are you coming?”

      “I was going to ask you,” said Sir William Fellowes. “By air to Swansea will be quickest. I’ve called for a ‘plane at Heston. How soon can you get here?”

      “Ten minutes,” said Craigie. “I want a word with Pullen* first.”

      He talked to Pullen, and got what he wanted. But all the time he was thinking that Burke was in the middle of hell, at the Granton field. For Craigie, time would not fly fast enough. It was one of the very few occasions in life when he was not only tensed up, but revealed it.
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      Burke was unconscious for five minutes. He woke up in an impenetrable blackness, with a bursting head and a confused memory of squealing brakes, cursing men, and huddled bodies. He was squashed on the floor of the Bentley, and jammed between the rear and front seats so that he could hardly move. He didn’t know how long it took him to get out of the jam, but by the time he was leaning against the side of the car and gasping for breath, his body wracked with pain, he knew what had happened.

      They’d been held up by the American gunmen; and he being unconscious and on the floor of the car, had been overlooked. He hardly had time to be thankful for that. He knew instinctively why the hold-up had been made, why the others had been taken away. Detective Lloyd had reported Tommy Wigham’s return to the Granton field, and it didn’t need much imagination, to guess where Carruthers and the others had been taken.

      Wigham wanted them, to barter for his freedom.

      Burke didn’t care, for the moment, why Wigham had gone back to the field. He was intent simply on turning the tables—although he knew there would be hell to pay before he succeeded. Thank God he’d sensed the possibility of trouble at Granton’s field——

      But first, he must get help. Bleakly, he remembered Pickering’s words: the village was a quarter of a mile away. Ordinarily, that would have been nothing. But now every bone in his body ached with every step he took, his head was buzzing wildly, and his eyes were hot and watering. He could see nothing; the night was pitch-dark.

      “Curse me,” he said suddenly “for a born fool! Of course, the road goes up.”

      He walked a few yards until satisfied he was on a steady incline, and then started to run.

      It was worse than anything he had ever experienced. It seemed as if every bone he had was broken—in his ankles, his legs, his arms; and the pain in his chest was almost unbearable. He hadn’t the strength even to keep his teeth clenched. Mouth open and teeth and tongue aching, he forced himself on...

      But as he lumbered forward, the excruciating pain began to ease a little: the stiffness was going.

      Thankfully, he settled down to a laborious jog-trot—and with each step, the agony lessened. His ankles were numb, now, but his arms and legs moved without those shooting stabs of pain. He didn’t think about any of it, consciously: all that mattered was to keep going for the next hour or two—and he was sure he could, now.

      He could see lights twinkling in the village as he reached the manager’s office—and profoundly grateful, he saw the vague figure of a policeman loom out of the darkness.

      “Hallo, there—?”

      “How many police in the village?” Burke gasped, propping himself against the wall.

      “There’s six or seven, sir,” said the man, recognising Burke at once. “Not so many, what with—”

      “Listen,” Burke interrupted.

      Rapidly and obviously convincingly, he described what had happened. A shocked policeman acted with commendable speed, blasting on his whistle even as he shouldered open the locked office door to reach the telephone. Other dark figures loomed through the darkness, as he rang through to Police Headquarters at Swansea with an accurate résumé of Burke’s report.

      Burke had recovered his breath now, and snapped a question as the other men appeared.

      “Where’s Mike Cator’s cottage?”

      “Over there,” said a burly and worried sergeant. “I’ll take ye, Mr. Burke—I’ll just get the car.”

      The police car was a godsend. Burke sank back in the seat with a sigh of relief, during the short run to Mike’s cottage.

      Mike Cator looked vaster than ever against the dim light from the cottage doorway. As he exclaimed in surprise at the sight of his visitor, Burke said quickly:

      “Get my men together, Mike, will you?”

      “I’ll send me kid,” said Mike Cator.

      Thirty seconds later, a shrimp of a lad hurried out of the cottage on an errand of importance. He called at cottage after cottage, and tall men, short men, fat men and thin hurried towards Mike’s place. They were not miners, although they were dressed the part. They would have been recognised by a hundred people who matter, in London. They were all bachelors, and they were all members of the Carilon Club, Pall Mall. And they were, of course, agents of Department Z who had arrived at the village that afternoon, under the leadership of Toby Arran.

      Burke had recognised the possibility of real trouble, at the Granton field. So he had sent Toby Arran to Craigie, with the request to ‘mobilise’ the Department men and get them down to the minefield fast. Without the help of Mike Cator and the ‘mob’ of that morning, there would have been difficulty in getting the men safely hidden. The miner’s would have believed the newcomers the first contingent of blackleg labour and would have fought tooth and nail to bar them from the pit-heads.

      But now Mike Cator was a friend; so were most of the miners in that village. They were realising that they had been ‘stung’ by Mr. Smith—or Tommy Wigham—and they were willing to co-operate heartily in the effort to stop his game.

      Half the contingent from London waited outside the cottage, now, while Jim Burke conferred with Mike.

      “Do you know any pit that Wigham’s given particular attention?” he was asking. “One he knows well?”

      “Yep,” said Mike, promptly. “Pit Four. Near where you ‘ad the trouble with the car.”

      “That’ll be our meeting place, then,” Burke, told him. “Now get this in your head, Mike. All you’ve got to do is to look after my men. Let ’em surround that pit-head—and then make yourself scarce. My fellows are armed—and the other lot have machine-guns. Don’t get into the scrap—if there is one—or you’ll have as much chance as a pony in a mine explosion.”

      It was an illuminating example, and Mike realised its aptness. He promised he would do just what was wanted of him, and Burke climbed back into the car and said: “Pit Four, skipper.”

      They passed through crowds of men and women who obviously realised there was something afoot that didn’t directly concern the strike. To keep them out of the danger zone—for Burke had no illusions about the trouble that was coming—police reinforcements were being rushed from Swansea. Until they came, Burke was relying on Mike Cator and his mates to make the villagers see reason.

      Burke wasn’t in love with the situation.

      He didn’t know what Craigie knew, about O’Ray. But he knew the gunmen were here, somewhere, and he guessed Wigham was. He realised that Pit Four was not necessarily the place they wanted. Anywhere in this field, in a darkness unbroken by any beam of light, Wigham and his gunmen might be hiding.

      But Burke banked on Pit Four...

      And suddenly he knew that he was right.

      The blackness was suddenly pierced by a terrific shot of flame that seemed to flash like a meteor towards the sky. The driver of the police car gasped, and the sergeant swore under his breath.

      Half a mile away, something burning furiously lit the field with a lurid, yellow glare. Dimly, Burke saw the outlines of a pit-head. Then as suddenly as the first, a second glare came... a third... a fourth...

      “God!” muttered Burke. “Petrol flares!”

      “At Pit Four!” gasped the sergeant.

      Burke guessed what had happened.

      One of Wigham’s men had been among the mob who had chased him, that morning, and had reported back in time for Wigham to escape. Now, probably, the same man had told of the coming concentration around Pit Four. And Wigham was much too clever to risk being surrounded and attacked in the dark...

      So the petrol flares were burning. There would be no surprise attack.

      “At least,” said Burke, bleakly, “we know we’re heading right, sergeant. You’ll keep your men out of the danger zone—they’re not armed. Mine are. Concentrate on keeping the crowd away, will you?”

      “Ay.” The sergeant looked troubled. “I don’t like the look of it, Mr. Burke. You know—”

      He hesitated.

      “Well?” Burke prompted.

      “I was thinking—Pickering and the Super—with those two friends of yours—will probably be at the bottom of the shaft, by now. Those devils on top would be able to barter their own lives for them—”

      “I’ve been thinking the same,” Burke nodded, “for nearly half an hour, sergeant.” He was very grim. “Tell me—there’s more than one shaft to a pit, isn’t there?”

      “Yes. Cator will know where t’other is.”

      Cator was proving a blessing in disguise, thought Burke, peering about him. It was easier to see, now, and in the yellow glow, he could make out the figures of several men converging on Pit Four. Suddenly, he spotted the gigantic figure of the strike-leader.

      “Mike!” he yelled, and Cator came lumbering up as car stopped.

      “Cripes!” he gasped. “I’m stiffer than I’ve ever been in me natural! Want me, Guv’?”

      “Where’s the other shaft to Pit Four?” asked Burke.

      “Ruddy ‘ell!” swore Mike Cator, “I never give a thought to the blasted thing! Quarter mile furver up, Guv!”

      “Get hold of a couple of my men,” said Burke, “and jump in. We’ll have a look at it.”

      Nearly ten minutes later, Burke, Cator, the police sergeant and two grimy gentlemen who seemed to treat the whole affair as a lark, approached the second shaft of the pit that Wigham was holding. Burke expected what he found.

      The engine-room was smashed to pieces. The cage at the top of the shaft was wrecked. There was no chance at all of getting down it... Grim and silent, the carload headed back for the oil-lit pit-head. Not until they reached a group of Department agents, did Burke speak. Then:

      “Let’s get out,” he said. “Sergeant, you’ll look after the crowd. Mike—if you’re game?—stand by for a while.”

      “O.K. by me, Guv’,” said Cator.

      “What are you going to do?” demanded the sergeant.

      In the lurid glow from the flares, Burke’s face was lean, grim and gaunt.

      “I’m going to have possession of that pit-head in half an hour,” he said stonily. “Or I’m going to be measured for my box.”

      The sergeant started to speak, then thought better of it. As he drove off, Burke turned to Cator.

      “They’ll raise hell,” he said. “We’ll want something to use as cover while we get closer. Can you find anything?”

      Cator scratched his head, and spat.

      “Well, Guv’, the rails run right up. We could get ’arf a dozen trucks. Open ones, so yer’d ’ave ter duck, but yer O.K. if yer keep yer napper down.”

      “Get some fellows to move ’em as far as here,” Burke told him. “Don’t let anyone get nearer than fifty yards from the pit-head.”

      “Oke,” said Cator, and lumbered off.

      Before he was out of ear-shot, a voice rang out above the muttering of the crowd and the distant thudding of rail truck. It was a man’s voice, distorted by a megaphone, and Burke didn’t recognise it. But the first word brought him up with a start.

      “Burke! I want to talk!”

      Just for a moment, Burke hesitated. Then through the sudden, tense silence that the voice had brought he bellowed back:

      “Talk on, then!”

      “I’ve spoken to Craigie, Burke! I’ve told him what I’m telling you. I want a free passage from here—otherwise your men are finished. They’re at the bottom, now. I’ll block them in, unless I’m away in an hour. Did you hear me?”

      “I heard you!” Burke bellowed.

      Grim-faced, he glanced round quickly at a coal-truck being pushed along the rails by half-a-dozen men. Three or four sets of lines converged on the pit-head, and along each set trucks were now moving and clanging.

      “How many of you?” he shouted.

      “Five,” came the voice.

      “Thanks,” murmured Burke, with a taut grin. He swung round to his own men, who had grown to twenty-odd by now.

      “In the trucks,” he snapped. “Three in them—three pushing. Don t waste a second—just smash at them, and shoot to kill.”

      The seconds dragged, but in truth, things moved fast enough. The trucks were well on the way in three minutes flat, and running swiftly. The different sets of lines were about fifty yards apart where Burke was standing, but the distance narrowed with every yard.

      A truck rattled up. He waited till it was abreast of him, then jumped for it, and willing hands hauled him up and over. Then he turned his eyes towards the pit-head.

      The truck rattled on, faster, faster. They passed the oil flares with a rush, and Burke saw that three other trucks were as near the pit-head as his own. Forty yards away... thirty...

      Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat!

      A machine-gun opened fire. Burke ducked but need not have done, for the bullets pecked into the thick wooden sides of the truck. None went over.

      Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat!

      A second gun opened fire, and the night was alive with the sharp rattle of bullets, the clangour of the hurtling trucks and the bellowing of men. And over all, that garish yellow-glow still spread.

      The bullets were whining above them, now: the range had been shifted. It would be suicide to lift their heads. But there was a flap in the side of the truck: Burke snatched back the pin and the flap dropped down. Still crouching low, Burke saw their objective was less than twenty yards away. In the yellow glare, he could see the faces of two men: big men, with low-crowned hats and greatcoats turned up at the neck...

      Vicious tongues of death spat from the machine-guns in their hands as they swivelled about to rake all four trucks with the merciless fire. But the trucks came on...

      Fifteen yards... ten...

      Burke levelled his gun, and touched the trigger. Almost in the same moment, the men in the other trucks did the same.

      Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat——

      Suddenly, there was a choking cry and Burke saw the stabs of flame from one machine-gun waver, then curve in an arc like a gigantic firework—and go out. But the other kept up.

      Rat-tat-tat——

      It stopped, abruptly. The second gunman screeched just once—and his death cry was still echoing on the air when Burke’s voice came.

      “At them!”

      On the instant, men erupted from the trucks and streamed towards the pit-head, guns in hand. But they met with no resistance. Nothing at all happened. Grim silence reigned—until suddenly a deep, whirring noise blasted the silence like a buzz-saw.

      “God!” Burke swore. “What the hell’s that?”

      As the whining seemed to fade into the distance, Mike Cator’s voice answered.

      “They’ve gorn darn, Guv’.”

      Burke swung round.

      “You mean they’ve gone down the pit?” he demanded, half-incredulous. And when the giant miner nodded: “Can we get down after them?”

      “Sure, Guv’. When they’re darn, the other cage’ll be up. See?”

      Burke turned to see the cage-top rise a foot or two above the ground. As he sprinted towards the pit-head, Cator was on his heels.

      “Can you work the thing?” Burke asked him.

      “Like fallin’ off a log” said Cator. “Say—but yer’ve got guts, Guv’nor. Yer know what’ll ’appen if they starts any funny tricks darn there? ‘Specially near the coal-face?”

      “What?” asked Burke, stepping into the cage.

      “She’ll go up,” growled Mike Cator. “A coupla shots darn there—one, mebbe—and you’ll ‘ave a fall.”

      Burke knew what that meant: the ghastly possibility of being suffocated—crushed to death, beneath a fall of coal and earth.

      “Then they won’t be anxious to shoot,” he said, coolly. “Two of you—” he motioned to two Department men—“stay up here. The rest of you come with me—if you’re prepared to. There’s no order about this. You heard what Mike said——”

      The two men stayed, reluctantly, in the shed. The others followed Burke unhesitatingly into the cage.

      “Lamps above yer ’eads, boys,” Cator instructed. “Electric, so yer got nothin’ ter worry about, there. O.K.—ready?”

      “All set,” said Jim Burke, and the cage started moving.

      They dropped, slowly, into the bowels of the earth, and not one of them remembered to light his lamp. Darkness swallowed them: deep and absolute. In the hushed silence, the blackness seemed a concrete thing; a sluggish, moving thing—a thing of horror. Every man there was gripped with the same elemental fear—a fear as old as life itself.

      And as the cage descended, the seven men, standing like carved statues, a strange, unearthly hissing noise seemed to fill their ears. It rose and fell, steadily, eerily...

      “God!” Burke laughed, in his relief. “We can hear ourselves breathing!”

      His voice echoed cavernously, and they knew he was right. The sound of breathing was magnified, as they descended further, into what could have been a frightening sibilance. Now, they laughed with him.

      “Get those lights on,” he told them. “And don’t let any mother’s brat think of a cigarette.”

      One after another the lamps were switched on, but their eerie glow hardly pierced the darkness...

      The cage hit the bottom with a jolt. One by one, they stepped out into a darkness beyond anything they had ever conceived. Here, the lamps seemed completely ineffective. For a moment, all seven stood dead still, straining their ears to catch the slightest sound.

      Then suddenly they heard the voice. The volume was loud, but with a queer, muffled effect, as if it came from a faulty loudspeaker. Yet Burke recognised that mellow. unmistakable tone...

      “The cage has just come down, Graydon. Now—!”

      Not until then did he realise the voice was near at hand. There was a scrape of boots, a rush, and then two—three—Burke didn’t know how many—figures rushed at the group of Department men by the cage exit. A fist crashed into Burke’s stomach; his lamp smashed and went out. So did others, one—two—three—four—

      “Stop them!” he bellowed.

      And swinging round, he rushed towards the cage, blindly flinging figures aside, unable in that Stygian darkness to tell friend from foe. Then that familiar voice—O’Ray’s voice—snapped:

      “Damn you, Burke! Damn you!”

      And then a flash of light split the darkness for an infinitesimal part of a second—just long enough for Burke to see O’Ray, a woman, and another man, close by him; and to see that the empty cage was off, now; going up.

      The hiss of the silencer as the shot came seemed like the splashing of a giant wave against a pier. Another followed it.

      O’Ray was firing!

      And Cator had said:

      “A coupla shots darn there—one mebbe—and yer’ll ‘ave a fall.”
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      Sir Marcus O’Ray had realised his game was finished, that afternoon. He had fled by air to Wales with two of the gunmen who had played the part of mercenaries during the last few days of his campaign to get control of Britain’s coal and oil market. He had introduced force into his battle; and later realised that by doing so he had committed suicide, so far as his schemes were concerned. But then, afraid that the first murders would be brought home to him, he had gone ruthlessly on, trying to revive what was, in effect, a corpse. It was doubtful whether he would have succeeded, even without Jim Burke and the Department Z men on the scene, but he would certainly have stood a greater chance of making a getaway.

      He might even have fled the country from London, leaving his associates at the Granton pit in the lurch. He would have done, if they had all been men. But there was a woman there, one who had recently played the part of Katrina Fordham... It happened that Sir Marcus O’Ray loved her, and so he went to Wales.

      Graydon had prepared for trouble. O’Ray had been sure that his threat to leave that little party of prisoners at the bottom of the mine would gain him at least a twelve-hour respite from Gordon Craigie. But he had lost that chance when Burke had been left, unconscious, in the Bentley. In Burke’s make-up, there was a ruthlessness to match O’Ray’s own—and a complete refusal to accept defeat. He had struck, the men with him never hesitating to back him up; for he inspired that kind of loyalty, wherever he went.

      So Sir Marcus O’Ray had realised, in sudden and very real alarm, that he had made a mistake. Where a principle—and public welfare—were at stake, Burke would never barter. When O’Ray saw that, he saw also that there was no escape for him or for his friends. It was the end...

      But he had clung to hope, even when he had been driven to descend the mine with Graydon and the woman he loved. If he could only make Burke follow him, he himself could return to the surface with his friends—and start again in the desperate game of bartering his prisoner’s safety for his own. And with Burke out of the way, O’Ray might have succeeded...

      But he didn’t get to the top.

      The cage was going up again without them: the desperate rush to get through Burke and his men had failed. Now he, Graydon, and the woman for whom he had readily sacrificed his chance of freedom, were at the bottom of the pit in a darkness unbroken by any gleam of light. When the cage came down again, it would bring men used to the mines, and O’Ray knew whatever slim chance he might have had was gone.

      Because of Burke.

      Something cracked in O’Ray’s mind as he realised it. He knew as well as any man the terrible consequences that might follow the firing of the revolver, but he cared nothing. He was doomed to a life sentence, he was ruined——

      So he fired, once... twice...

      The silence, after the hissing of the two shots, was absolute. It was hardly broken even by the sound of breathing: they were waiting, all of them, for catastrophe.

      It did not come.

      O’Ray was the first to move. They could not see him, but if they could have done they would have seen the mad glare in his eyes—would have realised there was no reason left in him. He could not see Burke, could not rely on hitting Burke: but he knew one thing he could do.

      Further along the mine, at the coal face, four men and a woman were waiting, blocked in. O’Ray could get at them...

      He knew where they were, for he had been down here as they had been forced along the travelling way to the flat, and then to the coal face. He had more experience of being underground than any of the others—and he had in his pocket a powerful electric torch. He could get to the face, all right: he could get to the prisoners!

      He knew what he was doing, and the knowledge made him laugh—a high-pitched, inhuman laugh that shivered along the pit, filling the mine with vast echoings that sent a stab of horror into the woman beside him. The laugh of a mind unhinged by all that defeat signified—that made her realise, suddenly, that all hope was lost. She fainted, but no-one saw her fall. Graydon was near her, but he was concerned, now, with one thing only. That was to stay by the shaft-bottom, so that if an explosion came he would have some chance at least of getting out alive.

      He didn’t move. He waited in a ferment of terror, his only conscious thought, a wish that he had never started to work with O’Ray. For the man was mad.

      A madman with a gun, at the bottom of a pit...

      In that eerie, almost tangible blackness, Burke and his men could hear the echoing of O’Ray’s feet, but had no idea at all what direction he had taken. They stood there, helpless—until suddenly a thin pencil of light split the darkness. It might have been ten yards away, or a hundred: they had no way of knowing. But:

      “Two of you with me!” Burke snapped at once, and raced in the wake of that thin, moving pencil of light.

      Twice, he stumbled over the tub-rails, but he ran on, the two men close behind him. He hardly noticed the way their echoing footsteps seemed to fill the place with cavernous rumbling. Nothing mattered but that flickering pencil of light ahead.

      O’Ray was there...

      Burke ran on grimly, his men well on his heels.

      Then suddenly his leg cracked against something hard and he went flying, cracking his chin painfully on the flinty ground. Blood streamed down, but as he pulled himself to his feet, he felt the shape of a small platform, little more than knee-high.

      “Be careful, there,” he warned, scrambling on to it. “A two-foot platform.”

      The others clambered after him. They were on the landing, now, and although they didn’t know it, were within a few hundred yards of the coal face.

      Then suddenly, the pencil of light went out.

      Fast upon it, came O’Ray’s voice.

      “Come on, Burke!” he taunted. “I’ve got—a knife!”

      “Either of you got anything that’ll cut?” Burke murmured.

      “Yes,” said one of them, quietly. “Here—”

      Groping in the pitch darkness, Burke touched the proffered object. It was a clasp-knife, with a four inch blade that he opened as he started to walk, now, towards the unseen madman. He had travelled some twenty yards when he heard ahead of him the sound of breathing, magnified out of all proportion. He stopped, and a moment later one of his men cannoned into him.

      “You both stop here,” he murmured. “In case he comes back.”

      He went on, alone, through a darkness that was like a thick, black wall. He was breathing as softly as possible, and could still hear O’Ray.

      But was O’Ray five yards ahead, or twenty?

      Then it happened——

      The torch light came again, less than two yards ahead—blinding him absolutely. He heard O’Ray scream in sudden frenzy; then felt the crash of his body against him. O’Ray’s knife ripped his shoulder and his own knife was knocked from his hand.

      But the torch clattered to the ground, and the light went out.

      Blood was streaming from the wound now, and his left arm was virtually useless. But Burke closed unhesitatingly with the frenzied O’Ray, knowing the danger not only to himself but to the others, if he could not disarm him. Again and again, as they struggled, he felt the sting as the madman’s knife pricked him: O’Ray was concerned only with killing. He had to be stopped. Burke made one superhuman effort—and managed to get his right arm round the man in an iron-hard, immobilising hug.

      And suddenly he found O’Ray’s right hand with his own.

      With the strength of desperation, he kept the hand in a vice-like grip as he caught O’Ray’s little finger—and bent it back until it cracked.

      The knife dropped to the ground, and O’Ray started to scream.

      His screams echoed through the shaft—magnified a thousand times as they rose and fell. Then suddenly they stopped, and his body went limp. Burke relaxed his grip and slumped back against the wall. He was sobbing for breath, now; hardly able to stay on his feet. He knew he could do no more, alone. He could hear noises—new sounds, separate from his breathing, and O’Ray’s—but knew it could well be the buzzing in his own head. And he could do nothing: he was all in. He leaned there, helpless...

      And then O’Ray gasped out:

      “I’ve got you—Burke! The shots—didn’t do it—by the shaft. But down here—down here, Burke—they’ll bring—the place down!”

      Burke felt himself go ice-cold. If O’Ray fired a gun here—!

      He tried to move, but it was hopeless. Blood rushed to his head and pounded in his ears. He thought, hazily, of Carruthers and the rest, trapped somewhere in this black labyrinth, but the chill of horror he had felt had faded now. He felt no emotion at all: nothing.

      His thoughts floated, detachedly. There would be an explosion... he would die... they would all die...

      “I’m going to shoot, Burke!” O’Ray’s voice was a giant whisper, rising and falling.

      Burke heard him—and through his daze, understood. He was still slumped against the pit wall; his body warm with spilt blood, his head droning. Seconds stretched like minutes as he waited in a kind of dull agony for the flash of flame that would eat the oxygen—would start the explosion that in turn would wreck the mine...

      He could do nothing to prevent it. He’d fought to a standstill.

      His head seemed to fill, suddenly, with the thudding of dynamos. As he slithered, unconscious, to the ground, a voice growled: “Ye would, would ye!”

      The voice was Pickering’s—and Burke would have marvelled at the speed with which that stocky figure moved. The Yorkshireman was on top of O’Ray before the madman realised he was near. Before he could use the gun in his hand, he was lifted off his feet with a punch that sent him sprawling.

      The gun dropped to the floor—and Pickering froze where he stood.

      For what seemed an eternity, he stood there, waiting...

      “My God!” he gasped, as the third, slow second passed: “we’re safe!”

      O’Ray had not lied to Craigie about Katrina Fordham.

      When Pickering and the others were forced at machine-gun point into the cage and down the mine, they had found the widow there. She was white with the shock of her experience, but she had lost none of her poise or self-control. Throughout the time the five of them were herded together at the coal-face—waiting for death, or worse—she maintained a dignified silence.

      They had been forced along the travelling-way, stumbling over the rails on which pit-ponies had once dragged their tubs of fresh-hewn coal. They had been left at the coal-face, still under cover of the machine-gun, while Graydon and the other gunman built an imprisoning barrier of coal which they could not hope to break through for at least an hour. And they had been given, as O’Ray had told Craigie, candles and matches. If Pickering had not been with them, they would certainly have been driven to light them, in time, for the blanketing darkness was unnerving.

      They had waited till the footsteps of Graydon and his gunmen had faded into silence, then all four men had started to remove the coal barrier, piece by piece. Their nails were broken, their hands torn, but in the impenetrable darkness, they had worked doggedly on...

      And suddenly they had heard new sounds—had heard, unknowingly, O’Ray’s footsteps grow nearer... nearer... finally stop. And soon afterwards, they had heard the fight.

      The grim struggle was still in progress when Pickering had at last managed to clear a hole through the coal, big enough to squeeze through. More used than any of them to the darkness, he had moved swiftly, reached O’Ray in time.

      The ordeal was over, at last.

      Three hours later, Burke was able to move. He was still fairly shaky, he was wearing more bandages than even he had ever done, and his left shoulder had been stitched. But he was not only alive: he was conscious and he could think.

      He was in the manager’s office, with Pickering, Lewis—and the real Katrina Fordham. He had been told that O’Ray was unconscious, although he would live, and that the other woman was suffering only from shock.

      “What about Wigham?” he asked.

      Superintendent Lewis smiled drily.

      “There isn’t such a man,” he said. “He’s made a confession, Burke. He says he’s seen you, and you know him——”

      Burke stared.

      And then, suddenly, as he saw the oddly creamy face of the man Graydon in his mind’s eye—he saw the freckled face of Tommy Wigham. Both men were much of a size without the freckles and given a nose that wasn’t snub, hair that wasn’t red, Wigham might easily be—

      “Graydon!” he gasped.

      Lewis nodded. “The same. Do you feel like reading his statement now?”

      “No, thanks,” said Burke, weakly.

      It was almost as bad a blow as the rest put together. That Wigham should have hoodwinked him—Wigham and Graydon be one and the same! The resemblance was so obvious, now that he knew.

      “It’s time I retired,” he grunted, grimacing.

      And then he glanced up—and found himself looking into the beautiful eyes of Katrina Fordham, ex-Princess of Rania. There was a wan smile on her face—a smile for the courage of this man.

      “Tell me,” he quizzed, still not completely certain: “I didn’t see you at Brake Street, did I?”

      Katrina Fordham shook her lovely head.

      “It’s all in the statement,” Lewis put in, quickly. “I think Mrs. Fordham ought to get back to Swansea—and so should you, Burke, for that matter. I’m told Sir William Fellowes and a Mr.—Craigie, would it be?—are on their way down. I’ve left a message for them to wait at Swansea.”

      “Thanks,” said Burke. “Then let’s get going.”

      He tried to get up, and failed. Pickering helped him, smiling: he had thought from the first that the big man was capable of ‘doing something’.

      “Steady, lad,” he cautioned. “T’car’s outside—easy does it.”

      Five minutes later, Burke was in the car and heading towards Swansea. And for a while, he didn’t even try to think.
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      Burke didn’t succeed in thinking for the next forty-eight hours.

      He dropped into a heavy sleep—which others called a stupor—within minutes of entering the car outside the manager’s office, and didn’t rouse from it for twenty-four hours.

      The nurse at the Swansea hospital heard him say: “Then blow it up, blast you—blow it up!” and gave him half a glass of milk, which he gulped down with obvious relish. Unhappily for Burke, Toby Arran and Bob Carruthers happened to be in the ward at that moment, and it was a long time before they let him live that down...

      At the end of a further twelve hours, he opened his eyes and kept them open for more than an hour; then for the next twelve hours, kept dozing, on and off. On the morning of the third day, he wakened normally—and at once remembered that there was a strike on.

      It took him twenty minutes to get out of bed, and ten minutes to cross the ward. As he reached the door, a nurse came in. She handled him gently but firmly.

      “But my dear, good, sweet girl!” protested Burke, finding himself hopelessly unequal to her, physically. “I tell you I must see Cr—that is, I must see someone, urgently—it’s about the strike——”

      “You just lie down, and you’ll feel better,” he was told.

      “The doctor will be here inside an hour.”

      “Nurse,” said Jim Burke, more firmly, now that he was back in bed: “I want to talk about the strike——”

      “You’ve been asleep for a long time,” smiled the girl. “There isn’t one.”

      “Eh?” Burke stared incredulously. “No strike?”

      “Now just keep quiet,” she soothed. “And mind that arm, or you’ll have trouble with it.” She smiled again. “The men went back to work this morning, if that makes you any happier.”

      “Any happier?” Burke echoed, faintly. “It makes me want to kiss you! Nurse—dear, sweet, nurse—can you bring me a nice, weak cup of tea, and a biscuit? And a newspaper—one of today’s, and one of yesterday’s if you can. But, please—hurry!’

      He had to wait for the doctor’s approval before he saw the newspapers—to read that the Union leaders had indeed persuaded the men to go back, pending the report of the Ministry of Mines’ commission. Side by side with this announcement was a three-column headline telling of:

      

      
        
        KNIGHT CONFESSES TO MURDERS O’RAY STIRRED UP TROUBLE IN PIT

      

      

      

      In the next two or three days, many things happened. A stiff, sore, but happy Burke bade good-bye to Mike Cator, Pickering, Lewis, and a host of others, and returned to London by train. Burke and Carruthers were together for part of the journey, and Toby Arran made a talkative third. But at Reading, Patricia joined them—and for the rest of the run to Paddington, Toby and Bob decorated the corridor while Burke and Patricia talked of many things...

      Dick Lavis, Burke learned, was well on the way to recovery: Mary Brent was helping him, and being helped in turn. The cottage in Surrey was still in effect a nursing home, but there were no armed guards now. There had been nothing untoward since Wigham’s—or Graydon’s—ploy with the poisoned grapes. Clearly, the O’Ray faction had never had sufficient forces to make any attempt against the cottage. Its solitary position and its armed guard had made it doubly safe.

      Later, Burke was to learn that O’Ray had thought Mary Brent knew, definitely, of his connection with the murders; he had sent Graydon to make sure she didn’t talk. Yet as it happened, Mary had never suspected O’Ray. And Burke told himself—and others—that O’Ray had made his biggest mistake, there; for it was tracing Graydon—or Wigham—to the Granton fields that had brought the end of the affair. Burke and Patricia talked very little about this, however...

      It was with Craigie, later that night, that Burke discussed it all. They were in Burke’s flat, and Craigie removed his pipe from thoughtfully-pursed lips to say:

      “It amounted to this, Jim. O’Ray saw his game was failing, and killed Fordham and Brent in an effort to save the position. After that, the other killings were efforts to cover himself. Curson went because he had talked once and might talk further. As Graydon’s chief clerk, Curson knew of most of O’Ray’s activities including his fight with Fordham. The man Prettle went because he knew O’Ray was connected with the changeover of servants at the Brake Street flat: he discovered Broomfield—who ordered the servants—and O’Ray, discussing the affair. Broomfield, we know, was Fordham’s secretary, and O’Ray bribed him over. Broomfield had the key that enabled the flat to be raided on the night of the murder, but it was one of the hired gunmen who actually shot Fordham. Anyhow—Broomfield was killed at your flat—here—because, again, he would have talked. All the time, you see, O’Ray and Graydon were trying to save themselves from proof of their complicity.”

      “Two charming fellows.” Burke grimaced his disgust.

      “Very,” said Craigie. He surveyed Burke’s bandaged arm and scarred face. “Sure you’re all right, Jim?”

      “I feel fine.” Jim Burke grinned lopsidedly: ‘Carry on, man!”

      “Well, I needn’t tell you it was the fight between O’Ray and Fordham that started the killing; I needn’t tell you it was a coal and oil monopoly both of them wanted—although Fordham fought fair, and O’Ray wanted to get the Granton Company under his control, to stir up trouble. You probably know what happened at Granton’s, before the strike? Graydon brought men down from the north—paid agitators—and when they’d done their job, he sent them back again. He booked them under the name of Smith, and he actually stayed sometimes at a pub——”

      “I know all about him,” Burke growled. “And if you want to know how agitators work, ask a man named Pickering.”

      “I’ve seen Pickering” Craigie told him. “I saw him while you were—asleep, Jim.”

      Burke grinned.

      “I’ll throw you out of that chair!”

      “Thanks.” Craigie smiled back. “But let’s get back a bit. One thing puzzled us, at first, and that was Brent’s murder. Well, now I know that John Brent was in Fordham’s confidence. Brent knew of the fight with O’Ray, and knew O’Ray had threatened violence. O’Ray had to make sure both men were dead. And O’Ray, of course, had the perfect blind in the shape of the Ranian attitude. It nearly caught us——”

      “Nearly,” murmured Burke, “is a good word.”

      Craigie smiled again. “Well, in any case, the Ranian concession did catch O’Ray. He tried to get it, and worked the neat plan of replacing the genuine Katrina Fordham with the false. By the way,” he digressed. “O’Ray and the woman you saw at Brake Street were engaged to be married. That’s why O’Ray went back to the mine; she was there—he’d thought the village was safe from suspicion. He went to get her.”

      “A patch of white,” Burke commented dourly, “on a very black cloak.”

      Craigie nodded. He did not try to understand the many different patches on the cloak that was Sir Marcus O’Ray. “Well—remember that Katrina Fordham wasn’t well-known. The other woman—her name is Temple, by the way—was like her in build, and very like her in features. The make-up was an easy job, for an expert. That was how the deception went, Jim—the false Katrina was to sign the concession over to O’Ray, in front of reputable witnesses, and the real Katrina would have died. It was clever, that she was exiled from her country, her husband was dead—it’s possible no one would ever have known that Katrina, ex-Princess of Rania, was dead.”

      “Why didn’t they kill her at once?”

      “They thought she was safe at the pit-head, during the strike, and they thought it best to have her alive while the concession was being transferred. Or so Graydon says.”

      “I’d like to hear more about that little man,” said Jim Burke, coldly. “But first—” he grinned, suddenly: “First, I’d like a very mild whisky. Sam!”

      Pete Carter, beaming complacently, doubled into the room, doubled with the whiskies, and doubled out again.

      “That’s good,” Burke announced, after a pause. “Yours all right?”

      “Fine, thanks.” Craigie set his glass on a side-table, and went on:

      “The woman Temple was a small-part actress with a surprising talent for make-up. She did the job of hoodwinking you, both times and with a man of Graydon’s peculiar complexion—strange, in a dark-haired man—it was easy to give him freckles, and build his nose into a snub. A good wig did the rest. So Graydon was Wigham. He began to be Wigham when Brent first went to Cottesdon. He stayed at the Boar, grew friendly with Mary, and was welcome at Brent’s house. He was thus able to know just when Fordham visited Brent. As Wigham, he was continually trying to get at Mary, but you kept him away—your intuition and distrust being completely justified. The grapes, by the way, were pierced at the stalk, and the arsenic injected.”

      Craigie puffed at his pipe, and Burke told himself grimly that he would like half an hour with Graydon alias Wigham.

      “You know pretty well all the rest,” Craigie resumed. “Of course, the new servants were listening, when we talked at Brake Street. The moment you discovered the deception there, the Temple woman was told—and ran. She went straight to O’Ray, and he promptly sent her to Wales.” Craigie shrugged. “So—” and returned to his pipe.

      “Oil” Burke protested. “There’s lots more to come yet, Gordon. What happened at Cottesdon?”

      “Good Lord!” Craigie looked surprised. “I’m sorry! Well—Broomfield and Graydon were at Cottesdon Graydon shot Brent, and waited for the girl. They’d been watching her, and they planned to keep her quiet for a while—but not to kill her. It wasn’t until we got well after them that they went berserk. It was no accident, of course, that O’Ray, was in Cottesdon that night. He’d been waiting in Cottesdon to learn how the affair with Brent went off. He’d actually called at his own place, down there—so he had an alibi for the Fordham murder, if he wanted one. The gunman who killed Fordham, by the way, got into the flat while Katrina was at a theatre. Broomfield had seen to it that the original servants would be in, that night.”

      Craigie poked at the bowl of his pipe.

      “But Cottesdon,” he remembered. “You know we wondered why O’Ray would take Mary to London? Well, it seems glaring enough, now. He wanted to make his alibi perfect. Obviously no man would go to the flat of another man, recently murdered at his own instigation. That was O’Ray’s game: he was going to ‘look after’ Mary Brent—and she’d have been among the missing. But at the crucial moment, he funked it—realised it was asking for trouble, to risk pulling the bluff. So he gave Braddon’s name——”

      “Nice man, Braddon,” Burke murmured, thinking of the real one and speaking sincerely.

      “I’ve seen him,” Craigie nodded. “Yes, he’s a good type. Well—that’s that. Oh, except for one other thing.”

      Burke wrinkled his brow as he thought, for a moment. Then he shook his head.

      “I’ll buy it,” he offered.

      “Well,” said Craigie, slowly. “I’d have accepted O’Ray’s terms, at the pit, and given him a twelve-hour start. He would probably have gotten away. You didn’t let him, Jim—and as a result, we had the full story, plus Graydon’s statement, to ladle out to the press. The miners read it; the Ministry of Mines talked it to the Union leaders, and the strike was settled. The men have managed to get some of what they were after, and they’ve accepted the slower progress in improving conditions generally——”

      “It will be a long, long time before they get me down a mine again.” Burke shivered. “God! It was——”

      He didn’t finish; there was no need to. Craigie nodded, gravely.

      “Well, Jim. If you hadn’t gone down—taken the chances you did—we’d have been on the edge of a general strike, by now——”

      “If you’re going to talk like that,” grinned Burke, stopping him, “I’m going to bed. And that reminds me—what about the Lavis angle?”

      “Just what it seemed to be.” Craigie shrugged. “Graydon sent the threats to Lavis, trying hard to scare him off. Remember the clause in the Granton Company’s agreement? A unanimous decision was needed in everything of importance. So they had to get Lavis’s vote. They nearly did—the attack while he was at the window almost finished him. Those gentlemen from America were good shots.”

      Burke nodded.

      “They usually are,” he said, soberly. “How did they get over here, in the first place?”

      “Graydon brought them over—found them through a crook lawyer in Chicago.” Craigie smiled dourly. “Things were getting tight for them over there, just then, so they were ready enough to come.”

      Carefully, Craigie tapped out his pipe, stretching the moment. But at last he stood up, smiling a little sadly.

      “Well, Jim. I’ll leave you to it. It’s your last round with the Department, isn’t it?”

      Burke nodded. He didn’t return the smile. If there were regrets in Jim Burke’s mind, he’d never talk about them.

      “Yes,” he said simply, as they shook hands. “The last round.”

      It was June, and Surrey was at its lovely best. In the dark days of January, Graydon and O’Ray had been given life sentences, and the woman Temple, seven years. But the dark days were forgotten, now.

      Burke was strolling from the cottage—where the garden was an unbelievable blaze of glory—to the riding school. His wife was with him. They reached Dick’s place at last to find Bruno and Meg ready saddled, and Dick’s weatherbeaten face wreathed in smiles.

      “Seen you coming down the hill, Mr Burke,” he said proudly. “Thought I’d surprise you, like.”

      “Thanks, Dick,” Burke grinned. He patted Bruno’s neck. “I suppose you wouldn’t consider selling——”

      “What? Sell Bruno?” Dick looked indignant. “Now listen, Mr Burke—Bruno’s promised, like I told you.” He guffawed, suddenly, slapping his thigh in delight at Burke’s obvious disappointment. “Promised meself I’d give him to you,” he crowed, “the day you wedded Miss Pat—Missus, begging your pardon. And I keeps me promises. And Meg seems to fit you, Miss—Mrs Pat. You’ll make an old man happy if you’ll accept ’em.”

      There was a pause, while their eyes said many things.

      “Then Dick,” Burke told him, deeply touched, “we’re all three happy.”

      “Dick,” Patricia added, “you’re a darling!”

      “I’ll be helping you up, Miss Pat,” he offered.

      “I’m up!” Patricia laughed—and vaulted smoothly, gracefully, into the saddle. The clatter of hooves rang for a few moments through the riding-school. And soon, the thud of them was echoing across the fields....
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      Two large hands, which were the exclusive property of the Hon. James Quinion, cupped themselves gently round the small, smooth-skinned face of Lady Gloria Runsey. Two humorous and quizzical eyes matched their speckled grey with hers.

      ‘My dear aunt,’ said the Hon. James. ‘In the last hour at least two more wrinkles have grown on your forehead. It’s a positive and unforgivable sin, and if you let it happen again I shall rate you a square for ever.’

      Lady Gloria laughed.

      She was sitting in a deep arm-chair by the open French windows of Runsey Hall, whilst the lazy warmth of a late September sun lulled the aching of her frail body. For many years she had sat in the chair by the window when the weather had been kind, looking at the world in which she had been wont to wander willy-nilly before paralysis had robbed her legs of their strength and made her a captive. She had spent those years cheerfully, and much of her near-happiness she owed to the laughing, carefree nephew who now stood over her.

      Quinion took an Egyptian cigarette from a gold case and lit it with great care. He was a vast man, uncommonly broad of shoulder and long of limb, but his clothes—at the moment he wore a suit of silver greys—fitted him too perfectly. They spoke of affectation, and the perfumed cigarettes, the scented oil that he used for his hair and the complete correctness of every small item of his everyday apparel bespoke the dandy. In a small man these things might have passed unnoticed, but in the huge Quinion they were incongruous to a point of repulsion.

      Of these things Lady Gloria Runsey had been thinking and talking for the past hour, and her companion had been Colonel Cann, a fact which James Quinion had noticed without approval. Colonel Cann, a man’s man and no nonsense, held harshly unpleasant views on Quinion, and considered that his—the colonel’s—sister was all kinds of a fool for putting up with him; in fact, he believed she encouraged him. Quinion tweaked her ear lightly, pulled a hassock to her feet and, squatting on it, spoke with little respect for his uncle.

      ‘I take it that the great Colonel Damn has been blasting me. I don’t think that he would think life worth living if he couldn’t slate me once a day and twice on Sundays. What’s his latest effort? Or does he think I’m beyond redemption?’

      Once again Lady Gloria laughed. This utter absurdity of Jimmy’s was infectious; a man who could make a butt for humour of his own habits and discuss his faults with such complete applomb was surely less of a fool than he looked. Only—Lady Gloria sighed mentally—why did he make himself look such a fool?

      Quinion went on.

      ‘If it would please him, of course, I could pop overseas and pot some lions, or drive a hovercraft, or spend six months in Moscow. Or he might like me to enter the world of commerce, or adopt a cause in the name of action. All of which things might appeal to some people, but they leave me stone cold; in fact, they leave me freezing.’ He was laughing now, and his firm white teeth gleamed between his masculine lips, creating the appearance of a man who was a man. His sizeable jaw swept round masterfully, ending in a cleft chin which added to the impression of strength already lent to his countenance by clear eyes and healthily tanned skin.

      ‘I think,’ she said slowly, ‘that he would be satisfied if you didn’t look quite so … useless … sometimes.’ She eyed her companion squarely, refusing to respond to his laughter. ‘You do slide through life, don’t you, Jimmy?’

      Quinion stood up, tossing the Egyptian cigarette through the open window and watching the spiral of smoke which curled lazily upwards, losing itself in the deep blue of the sky.

      ‘Life,’ he said finally, looking straight at Lady Gloria, ‘is taken far too seriously. I have youth, money and the gift of fair words; with them I can take things easily and enjoy living. All the Colonel Damns in the world wouldn’t make me take up a career. Apart from that, there is a suggestion in the air that I’m not capable of looking after myself’—his expression was half serious and half humorous, revealing a side of his nature at which Lady Gloria had only guessed before—‘and, if it weren’t for the fact that I rather like the dear old Colonel Damn, I’d resent that suggestion. You see’—he pressed her thin fingers between his own, and the tone of his voice became strangely purposeful—‘it doesn’t do to put all your cards on the table … and things are not always what they seem.’ He grinned again, slipping back into his old, familiar, inconsequential manner. ‘Satisfied?’

      Lady Gloria Runsey nodded slowly, half-smiling.

      ‘I wish I knew where you go for your holidays, Jimmy.’

      Quinion placed one large hand beneath her chin, and shook the other half an inch from her nose.

      ‘If you’re very good I might tell you some day,’ he said. ‘Live in hope.’

      An hour later a large-limbed, clear-eyed young man strode rapidly across the Sussex Downs from the direction of Runsey Hall towards Runsey village. He was clad in a disreputable sports jacket, a pair of flannels that would have disgraced an under-gardener, down-at-heel brogues and an open-necked shirt. Between his firm, white teeth he gripped an old and much-charred pipe, and in spite of the fact that he had taken a cold shower less than twenty minutes before, his dark, wavy hair was bared to the cool breezes of the Downs.

      Many folks would have commented on the likeness between the young man and the Hon. James Quinion; few would have believed that it was Quinion himself; none the less, it was.

      He was looking ahead as he walked, and appeared to be thinking with far more concentration than most people gave him credit for. He possessed many traits which were not generally known. He was, in fact, thinking of a telegram which he had received an hour before.

      Telegrams of similar nature had often come to him during the four preceding years, and directly after them he had taken a holiday from England, and spent a week, a month, or even longer in what Colonel Cann described as ‘women, wine and perdition’. Colonel Cann would have been a much surprised man had he known that those frequent ‘holidays’ had been spent in working for an organization which even the most confirmed fighting man held in considerable awe, and which the man in the street knew of, vaguely, as the Secret Service. Life with Quinion was certainly seldom exactly what it seemed.

      For the first time, however, the telegram had given instructions which would keep him in England; it was this which puzzled him as he turned the wording of it over in his mind.

      Watch Thomas Loder Cross Farm near Runsey report daily and give names of visitors.

      Even as he had decoded it, he had wondered on its wisdom. ‘It’s all right so far as it goes,’ he had reflected, ‘but it’s very close to home.’ Then he had shrugged his shoulders; after all, the people at head-quarters knew their business.

      He knew Cross Farm. It was a small place with a rambling and unkempt farmhouse which had been empty for years before Thomas Loder, the man of the telegram, had leased it and lived in it. Loder had been in the neighbourhood for six months, but Quinion had never set eyes on him; the newcomer kept himself very much to himself.

      A sudden sound made the Hon. James stop in his tracks and strain his ears to catch a repetition. It was the combination of a bark, a snarl and a whimper, and it came from behind a small clump of bushes fifty yards to his right. Quickly upon it came the unmistakable voice of a man raised in that objectionable type of anger which finds expression in obscenity, and a swishing sound as of a whip cutting through the air; a yelp and a pitiful whimpering followed. Quinion broke into a run towards the bushes.

      Before he had sighted the man and the dog yet another voice reached his ears. Coming from some distance it was obviously a woman’s, and Jimmy caught the words: ‘Peter … Peter … come here, boy.…’

      There’s a woman there, thought Quinion, rounding the bushes. He came suddenly upon the man and the dog.

      The former looked round, his whip poised in the air.

      ‘Drop it,’ said Quinion.

      The man brought the whip down cruelly upon the quivering body of the dog, a large Alsatian whose coat showed a number of livid weals. Its eyes turned towards Jimmy in piteous entreaty; the spirit was beaten out of him and he was too weak to show any fight.

      In two strides Quinion was in front of the heavily-built, swarthy-faced man whose smallish eyes were blazing. The whip was suddenly snatched from his hand and sent flying into the clump of bushes. The man cursed, made as though to lunge at Quinion and then kicked viciously at the dog. Quinion’s leg shot out, locked for a moment in the other’s and then jerked upwards; thirteen stone of flesh and bone turned a half-somersault in the air and the man landed heavily on his back.

      Quinion knelt by the side of the dog.

      ‘I’ll give you two minutes,’ he said evenly, ‘to disappear. If you don’t, I’ll thrash you as you’ve thrashed the dog.’

      Kneeling though he was he expected the sudden rush which the other made at him. For a second time the man with the whip somersaulted through the air, landing this time on his face. Moving with great speed for a man of his build, Quinion retrieved the whip and was swishing it through the air as his opponent struggled to his feet. The small eyes seemed to burn.

      ‘I’ll murder you.…’ The voice was thick and the man had difficulty in speaking through lips that were badly bruised where they had hit the earth. ‘I’ll …’

      Quinion flicked the whip threateningly, and the other flinched.

      ‘You’ll do nothing of the kind,’ said Quinion. ‘You’ll … so that’s the game.’ He broke off suddenly, and closed on the man. There was a flash of steel in the red glow of the setting sun, and a knife dropped from nerveless fingers to the ground. The grip on the man’s arm was excruciating; he writhed, completely helpless.

      Before Quinion had decided what to do a girl’s voice from behind him made him turn round. The girl, or woman, was talking to the dog. Even at that moment Quinion noticed the undeniable quality of her voice.

      He released the arm, eyeing the man steadily and pointing towards a hedge which skirted a nearby road.

      ‘You can choose between going now or waiting until I have time to make you wish you were dead. Which is it?’

      His tone, and the expression in his eyes, were ice cold. A few people knew that at such a moment Quinion was as dangerous as any man alive. The other man, peering through half-closed eyes, seemed to sense it; he turned on his heel.

      ‘I’ll get you,’ he said thickly. ‘I’ll get you for this.’

      ‘Oh, go away,’ said Quinion. ‘You’re objectionable.’

      He watched the heavily-built figure moving quickly towards the hedge, and saw the man disappear. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised to hear from him again,’ he reflected.

      Turning round, he found himself looking into a pair of hazel eyes which were gazing at him questioningly. The girl was really something. Sun-tanned, clear-skinned, very attractive. She had auburn hair, a green cotton frock, nice legs and ankles.

      ‘Do you live far away?’ Quinion inquired. ‘Or shall we take him’—the Alsatian whimpered as though acknowledging the thought—‘into Runsey? I know Thomas, the vet.’

      ‘I think it better to get him home,’ she said quietly. ‘It’s not much farther than the village, and I can telephone for Thomas.’

      ‘Right,’ said Quinion. ‘Then hold his head and forelegs and ease him into my arms … slowly … that’s great.’

      He held the Alsatian close to him, and could see the red weals which the whip had made. He wished now that he had thrashed the man with the small eyes.

      The girl was talking soothingly to the Alsatian, and Quinion was content to listen to the clear voice, which held a husky hint of Sussex burr. Occasionally he glanced at the profile of his companion. When she returned his glance, she smiled with a frankness which greatly appealed to him.

      ‘We ought to introduce ourselves,’ he said. ‘My name is Quinn.’

      ‘I’m Margaret Alleyn,’ she told him. ‘And I can’t tell you how grateful I am.’

      Quinion, not a particularly impressionable man, felt that there could hardly be a better start than that to an acquaintance.
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